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“Not by power not by might but by spirit,” says the Lord.

—ZECHARIAH 4:6


This book is dedicated to our veterans.

Thank you for teaching us what sacrifice and service mean.


INTRODUCTION: LEADING FROM THE INSIDE OUT

How do you know if you are leading from the inside out, from the depths of your soul and your humanity?

You’ll know in your work when you can . . .

Listen with your eyes as well as your ears.

Stretch yourself and others.

Forgive with a full heart.

Be fully present for yourself and others.

Cultivate quiet.

Practice simplicity.

Walk with tenderness and curiosity.

Respect others.

Attune your senses to the world around you.

Remember the good.

Pay careful attention.

Make gratitude a daily habit.

Find holiness in shared laughter.

Feel purpose in collaborative work.

Work to bring more justice to the world.

Acknowledge that there are forces far greater than yourself that operate within you.

Give voice to the needs of those who do not think or act like you.

Use language at work that elevates conversations.

Have the trust of others.

Smile at strangers.

Actively create time to rest and time to reflect.

Know to whom you really answer in life.

Value self-improvement as a daily and welcome challenge.

Reflect on both your current state of being and the opportunity of becoming.

Sound good?

Now the question is how you get there. How do you lead spiritually, from a place of abundance, where goodness spills over into all realms of your life? You need personal discipline to bring greater depth and humanity to your leadership. You need reminders, especially in the darkest hours, to help you remember what leadership is ultimately about: the capacity to stretch yourself and others, to envision something larger, brighter and bigger than yourself, to transcend the ordinary and achieve deep meaning and purpose, and even, on a really good day, to touch eternity.

You also need a plan.

Most leaders have no plan when it comes to soul-building at work. It is not for lack of heart or compassion that leaders don’t make one. As leaders, we let go of reflection or sometimes default on integrity loans because we have no time—or make no time—to cultivate the spirit. This is not helped by the fact that our followers usually expect very little of us in the realm of virtue. The bar is so low morally, you can practically step over it. No one expects leaders to be nice or kind. And when so little is expected, you may deliver even less and betray your best self. We’re often short on moral, spiritual and ethical language in the corporate sector.

Enter this book.

Take Your Soul to Work is essentially a prayer book for leaders. Prayer and meditation are not only for religious people with a particular faith commitment and tradition. A meditation is a spiritual pause, an act of reflection and a chance to renew our emotional and intellectual commitments, blending the house of worship with the corner office. When you ask for a little daily grace, you can make every space just a little bit more sacred because of the way you lead.

This is essentially a book of hours. In the spiritual world of medieval Christendom, a book of hours referred to a special prayer book of the Roman Catholic Church—a breviary or primer—that contained the service for every day of the year with adjustments for holidays and seasons.

We have surviving books of hours from this period. Some owned by the wealthy were ornate and illuminated. Some were personalized with the names and faces of their owners. Others were plain and simple. Grooms gave them to brides as wedding gifts. Parents gave them to children. A book of hours was more than a special keepsake; it was a small, precious compass that both anchored your day in transcendence and affirmed your core beliefs.

Take Your Soul to Work is a modern book of hours for leaders. It offers one brief meditation a day on leadership, followed by a personal challenge in the form of a question or assignment. It’s a short daily read because (1) leaders who are working at their peak can rarely afford the time to immerse themselves in books but need many more opportunities for self-reflection, evaluation and challenge. You need to build spiritual capacity daily, not quarterly or in a few hours at an annual conference. (2) We become better by making goodness a habit. Goodness does not emerge out of one retreat on spirituality or one robust conversation on morality and ethics. It emerges from the daily habit of centering ourselves. Why a question a day? Transformation rarely occurs because of a statement. We change because of a question. You may also want to use a page of this book and a question in a department or staff meeting to stimulate a group conversation.

For the purpose of this book, we’ll define spirituality as an inner platform for insight, mindfulness and intention regarding self and others. The spiritual life calls us to lead and serve others with tenderness and generosity. In a world where the self often comes first, spiritual leadership acknowledges both the presence of others and also our profound need to live in greater harmony. At the same time, growing a healthy spiritual practice requires us to spend time alone, integrating what we know about good leadership with who we are. If your leadership is a service, then serve others as best you can: from a place of strength, authenticity, integrity and wholeness. Spiritual leadership thrives on attentive listening, compassion, optimism and hope. It requires an understanding that humility is more important than ego.

When you feel strong, inspired and well-supported, you can transcend the politics and pettiness of organizational life and realize the best in yourself and others. You can lead with more grace and greater competency, forgiveness and love.

Make no mistake. This is difficult work. You have to work at it every day.

With each page ahead, embrace discomfort. Let it stretch you to places you have not been before. Try, for a few minutes a day, to live your most important questions. Every meditation on the pages ahead offers a promise of reflection and prayer because a tender moment of prayer can be generative and inspiring. Try to read only one page a day, ideally at the start of your day, to carry the day’s charge with you. Prayer is a reminder of all that is important to us. It puts us in a posture of gratitude to receive the day and its blessings and challenges. It steadies us and readies us to be our best selves every day.

John Quincy Adams, sixth president of the United States, once defined effective leadership this way: “If your actions inspire others to dream more, do more and become more, then you are a leader.” Yes. You are a leader. Yes, you can inspire people to dream more and be more when you lead from the inside. And when you truly lead from the inside, you won’t ultimately become just a better leader. You’ll also become a better person.
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ON THRIVING

The book of Psalms opens with the words “Happy is the person . . .” We begin this book with what it takes to flourish as a human being.

“One is like a tree planted besides streams of water, which yields its fruit in season, whose foliage never fades, and whatever it produces thrives” (Psalms 1:3).

A person who thrives yields fruit and can see what he or she has grown. The foliage never fades; the leaves are evergreen. At every natural cycle, the thriving tree embodies the activity of the season and shows productive results. Every part of the tree is achingly alive.

But there is something else that is extraordinary about this tree that, on the surface, may seem very ordinary. It is planted beside streams of water. Given its placement, success seems likely.

Often we fail to thrive as leaders because although we have the requisite skill-sets or talents, we place ourselves in situations or among people who get in the way of our flourishing. They diminish us or stunt our growth. We forget that thriving is also about creating conditions for success: the sun, water and soil of our leadership. We put ourselves in the shade with an inadequate water supply and wonder why we are not flourishing.

What can you do right now in your leadership to create the conditions to thrive?
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ON INTIMACY

Henri Nouwen was a Catholic priest who wrote close to forty books on spirituality. Despite his academic training and positions at major intellectual centers, he spent the last years of his life caring for a disabled adult in a special community in Ontario, Canada, giving up the prestige of theology to live in compassionate, sacred space with another human being.

Creating intimacy, especially with those who are distant physically, intellectually and spiritually from us, was what Nouwen wrote about, and it embodied the way he lived. He once wrote a note to God saying, “I am so afraid to open my clenched fists!” Intimacy scares us, yet we live for it. We avoid intimacy, as Nouwen wrote:

“The world says: ‘Yes, I love you if you are good-looking, intelligent, and wealthy. I love you if you have a good education, a good job, and good connections. I love you if you produce much, sell much, and buy much.’ . . . The world’s love is and always will be conditional. As long as I keep looking for my true self in the world of conditional love, I will remain ‘hooked’ to the world—trying, failing, and trying again. It is a world that fosters addictions because what it offers cannot satisfy the deepest craving of my heart.”

The deepest craving of humanity is for intimacy.

In what ways has your leadership gotten in the way of achieving intimacy with others?
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ON WONDER

“Never once in my life did I ask God for success or wisdom or power or fame. I asked for wonder, and he gave it to me.” These are the famous words of the rabbi and scholar A. J. Heschel (1907–1972). They are a powerful reminder that as a leader it is so easy to become jaded, to believe that there is nothing new under the sun. Been there. Done that. Heard it all before. It is hard to invite wonder into life. You must ask for it.

“Our goal,” Heschel wrote, “should be to live life in radical amazement . . . get up in the morning and look at the world in a way that takes nothing for granted. Everything is phenomenal; everything is incredible; never treat life casually. To be spiritual is to be amazed.” Walk in the world with your eyes wide-open. Expect amazement and then see it everywhere.

Heschel wasn’t simply looking at nature and beauty. He also looked at the great ugliness of human nature and tried to reform it. He marched at Selma right beside Martin Luther King Jr. and said it was like praying with one’s feet. And as he aged, he took on a different universe of concerns: “When I was young, I admired clever people. Now that I am old, I admire kind people.”

Wonder surfaces in curiosity, amazement, celebration, social justice and kindness.

When did you last have a sense of radical amazement as a leader?
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ON PRAYER

Prayer can be a few words woven together with vulnerability that sings to the human condition. As leaders, we unknowingly pray all the time, offering up small supplications for help and wisdom in times of confusion. Say a little prayer for me, we think, before entering a boardroom or a corner office. Prayer is a ladder upon which our aspirations climb higher and higher.

Because we so often associate prayer with institutions or organized religion, we may cut off our own capacity to pray extemporaneously, to give expression to the deep longings and feelings of the soul.

Mahatma Gandhi (1869–1948) wrote: “Prayer is not asking. It is a longing of the soul. It is daily admission of one’s weakness. It is better in prayer to have a heart without words than words without a heart.” Gandhi’s surroundings perhaps helped him understand the power of simple prayer. He lived modestly, wore a shawl and a loincloth that he sewed himself and ate a vegetarian diet. He lived in community, not separated as a leader from those he led.

Gandhi did not grow up a religious man and only encountered religious texts later in life when studying to be a barrister in London. His experience reveals that prayer is not a function of words on a page that someone else wrote. It is an expression of the heart that admits failure and asks for strength.

Write a prayer about your leadership that is no more than three sentences long.
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ON POWER

Power changes people. Abraham Lincoln once wrote: “Nearly all men can stand adversity, but if you want to test a man’s character, give him power.” Lincoln had the largest shoe size of any American president—a size 14—but those shoes were hard to fill, not because of their size but because of his personal humility.

When Lincoln died, he had in his pocket a news-clipping of unrest in the Confederate army. His very last day on this earth, he carried the news of his detractors close to his side. The power of the presidency mattered, but the power of equality mattered much more. It was a vision of justice worth living for, but he had to die for it instead.

When you have power, it is hard to remember not having power.

As a leader, it can be easy to confuse power with influence. You are powerful when you exert authority over those who are powerless to disagree. You are influential when people want to follow you out of admiration, respect and inspiration. People want to be led by you. They do not have to be led by you. Leading to serve others helps us reevaluate power while growing influence.

As a leader, you will be changed by power.

Strive instead for influence.

If you want to test someone’s leadership, Lincoln told us, give that person power.

Holding up a mirror to yourself, how have you been changed by power?
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ON HUMILITY

Frank Wells was a Rhodes scholar, an athlete, a mountain climber and the vice chairman of Warner Brothers when Disney approached him and asked him to partner in running the company. In the ten years he ran Disney, the company’s market value went from $2 billion to $22 billion. Usually people recognize Wells’s more famous partner, Mike Eisner. But Wells was much more comfortable outside the spotlight, doing the quiet work and giving others the credit. That’s why you may not recognize his name. On April 3, 1994, Wells was in a helicopter crash while on a ski trip. He died at the age of sixty-two. When his belongings were collected, his family found a note that he had carried for thirty years in his wallet: “Humility is the final achievement.”

It was his final achievement.

To be humble, you must remind yourself of your deficiencies. Think about where you came from and how far you still have to go. You have to remind yourself with a note in your pocket. A famous piece of Hasidic wisdom states that you should always carry two notes in your pockets. In one pocket, carry the words, “For me, the world was created.” In the other, carry the words, “I am but dust and ashes.” Your leadership lies between these pockets of power and humility.

Enter each day with your head bowed.

Every day. Remember the note in your pockets.

Identify a powerful leadership quote that keeps you humble. Copy it and carry it in your wallet.
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ON TRUST

There are two types of followers: those whose first instinct is to trust others and then be proven wrong, and those who distrust others and must be proven wrong. Leaders must convince both types of followers to trust them.

Trust is the most important and fragile of commodities among human beings. We need to trust leaders, believe that they are credible, reliable and fair. Break that trust, and it will be very difficult to recapture. Not impossible, just much harder. Followers resent leaders they cannot trust, waiting for confirmation of their suspicions and receiving it.

Ernest Hemingway once wrote this: “The best way to find out if you can trust somebody is to trust them.” Otherwise you will never know. Sometimes people withhold trust because they have been badly scarred before, and here Hemingway’s wisdom comes back at us again. “The world breaks everyone, and afterward, some are strong at the broken places.” When we can be strong in our broken places, we can begin to trust people until we are proven wrong. Let trust be the default.

Do people trust you?

How would you know?
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ON PRAISE

“Blessed is he who has learned to admire but not envy, to follow but not imitate, to praise but not flatter, and to lead but not manipulate.”

William Arthur Ward (1921–1994) named the fine lines between emotions that, pulled slightly in one direction, are destructive and, in another, constructive. Ward was a popular author and inspirational speaker who, as a Methodist and religious man, recognized the importance of inspiration in building character.

Insecure leaders hang on the praise of others.

Secure leaders give praise to others.

Secure leaders enjoy praising others. They feel good—not when others tell them how good they are, but when they can tell others how good they are.

We enjoy being with people who make us feel special, who notice our distinctiveness, who compliment our uniqueness. We shrink in the presence of those who make us question ourselves, who make us feel insignificant and small. With our praise we create light and buoyancy.

We may follow leaders, bosses and supervisors who need praise but cannot give it, but we will never truly believe in them because they do not believe in us.

When we praise others often, it is easier to critique them when necessary because they feel respected. We have put enough deposits in their emotional bank to make an occasional withdrawal. They understand that we are invested in the relationship and are trying to grow us, not diminish us.

Who needs your praise today?
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ON MENTORING

Andrew Carnegie was a steel magnate in the nineteenth century. He was also a great philanthropist grown from the crucible of poverty and hard work. He propounded in his article “The Gospel of Wealth” the thesis that those who earn more than others need to take greater responsibility for the welfare of others. And he did. In the arts. In the sciences. In the building of libraries and great academic halls. But perhaps Carnegie’s greatest contribution is revealed in the words chiseled on his tombstone:

Here lies a man

Who knew how to enlist

In his service

Better men than himself.

When the last words said about you speak of others, your leadership has spilled into the world. In addition to all the buildings and endowments that live beyond you are a troop of people who value what you valued and live in the spirit of your generosity and expansiveness.

Seeing what is great in another is a mark of greatness within the self. Being able to compliment, nourish and challenge someone else demonstrates that you are never alone in your work. Pay attention to growers. They’re the people who step away from their own desks when you come into view. They’re the people who ask challenging questions, not to show how smart they are, but to show you how talented you are. They’re the ones who suggest next steps and help you get there and beyond.

Identify someone for greatness and take the first step in mentorship.
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ON TENSION

“There is not one aspect of life where tension doesn’t have critical value,” said Reggie Joiner, the founder and CEO of Orange, a company that helps ministries maximize their spiritual influence. Joiner offered examples of the value of tension:

Tension among the parties and branches of a government creates a needed system of checks and balances.

Tension in science can lead to remarkable insights and discoveries.

Tension in a family provides an opportunity to demonstrate commitment and unconditional love.

Tension within a team pushes its members to better perspectives and deeper relationships.

Joiner invited us to observe Jesus’s relationship with his disciples. “Too many Christians have an image of twelve best friends sitting in a circle on a peaceful hillside, listening to their teacher tell inspirational stories. It’s just too easy to miss the point that Jesus almost always made his point in the middle of some extremely tense moments.”

When a rope has tension, it is being stretched to capacity. When we’re tense, we’re often being stretched to capacity. Leaders do not cower in the presence of tension. Tension is confrontation. Confrontation means that you are facing a challenge directly rather than turning away from it. Tension grows us.

All growth begins with discomfort. Without it, there is no reason to change. We mature when we finally realize that life is not about achieving peace but about effectively managing tension.

Think of a very tense moment in your leadership. How did you grow from it?
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ON EMPTINESS

A professor once went to visit a Zen master to find out the secrets of his faith. The master made the professor a cup of tea. Even though the cup was full, he kept on pouring. Finally the professor yelled at the Zen master: “Why do you keep pouring into a cup that is full?” The master explained, “I wanted to show you a picture of yourself. You want to understand something new when your mind is still full. Empty your mind and you will have room.” The Buddhist master Suzuki Roshi wrote: “If your mind is empty, it is always ready for anything; it is open to everything.”

We tend to think pejoratively of emptiness, believing it to signal a void or hole within ourselves where our energies are drained or lost. As leaders bearing the brunt of responsibility for the success or failure of others, it is easy to see emptiness with a capital E, the way it appears on a dashboard—a signal that we are about to run out of fuel. Fuel propels us and keeps us going.

Emptiness is really fullness. Emptying the self of egotistical needs creates space for others. When something is empty, it is not a void. It is waiting for possibility.

Leaders who are full of themselves cannot make room for others.

Consider a project or relationship that is dominated by your presence. How can you empty yourself to lead more effectively?
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ON PATIENCE

Aristotle taught us: “Patience is bitter, but its fruit is sweet.” What a relief. Someone as wise as Aristotle validated that patience is bitter. It does not taste good, but it will turn from bitter to sweet if we can wait. In his Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle helped us understand that the word ethos or ethics comes from the Greek for “character.” In character development, nothing beats patience.

Many leaders fault themselves for being impatient, wanting results more quickly than they are delivered, beating themselves up for not working better or smarter, expecting more from those who answer to them. Rather than view this form of impatience as a deficiency, view it as a strength. It is sacred. It is the fire that moves us and the drive that pushes us forward, even when surrounding conditions and people resist change.

Some leaders have too much patience for mediocrity. It shows.

Just as there is sacred or holy impatience, there is destructive impatience, which judges others as inferior because they are not us. They do not work like us. They do not think like us. And, therefore, they are not worthy of us.

Achieving the balance of just the right amount of patience and impatience may be the leader’s single greatest daily challenge.

Be impatient with outcomes. Be patient with people.

What project/idea needs a dose of your impatience today? Who would benefit from your patience right now?
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ON REST

Repose repositions us for work.

Like a muscle that is worked hard, you cannot forever sustain heavy lifting. Leadership is not an endurance test to demonstrate your limits or a competition to see who can work harder. No one ever wins that competition.

Leadership is about stretching people to where they never thought they could go. This aspiration will be merely ephemeral if you are worn-out, burned-out or too distracted to think straight.

Maya Angelou in Wouldn’t Take Nothing for My Journey Now advised us to take it easier:

“Every person needs to take one day away. A day in which one consciously separates the past from the future. Jobs, family, employers, and friends can exist one day without any one of us, and if our egos permit us to confess, they could exist eternally in our absence. Each person deserves a day away in which no problems are confronted, no solutions searched for. Each of us needs to withdraw from the cares which will not withdraw from us.”

For some leaders, a vacation is not a rest. It is merely an opportunity to work in a more scenic location.

In some languages, the word for rest is related to the word for soul. A true rest reconnects us with our true selves, needs and desires. It gives expression to our sense of wonder.

Decompress. Recharge. Nurture the soul.

When was the last time you had a real rest?
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ON INFLUENCE

“Few will have the greatness to bend history itself, but each of us can work to change a small portion of events. It is from numberless diverse acts of courage and belief that human history is shaped. Each time a man stands up for an ideal, or acts to improve the lot of others, or strikes out against injustice, he sends forth a tiny ripple of hope; and crossing each other from a million different centers of energy and daring, those ripples build a current which can sweep down the mightiest walls of oppression and resistance.”

Robert F. Kennedy (1925–1968) was taken from us too young to exert his full influence, but he understood a great deal about how small acts build energy and power.

What is your sphere of influence?

How many people have you changed?

What idea have you introduced to the world?

In how many places has this idea taken root, shaped a culture, changed our language?

Too many leaders look at the wrong numbers to evaluate impact and, therefore, never really expand their sphere of influence. Spiritual leadership evolves, expands and deepens over time. It is like the unsheathing of a snake’s skin. In order to grow, the snake has to shed its outer layer. Not once but several times.

What is the next step in expanding your sphere of influence?
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ON ROUTINE

Routines can wound our creativity with their sameness. The novelist Dave Eggers warned us: “We’ve reached the end of pure inspiration, and are now somewhere else, something implying routine, or doing something because people expect us to do it, going somewhere each day because we went there the day before, saying things because we have said them before, and this seems like the work of a different sort of animal, contrary to our plan, and this is very, very bad.”

Leaders need certain routines for themselves and their followers to anchor good habits that need reinforcement. We may complain about leaders who are predictable, yet secretly they model stability for us in a world that can feel untethered and insecure. It is hard to work under someone who constantly changes his or her mind, especially if those changes happen abruptly and without sufficient warning. When work defeats us, we find comfort in routine.

When your schedule is well-ordered and well-known, you can afford the luxury of pockets of unpredictability. Novelists, composers and artists often lock themselves into a schedule not to diminish creativity but to liberate it. Ideas flow not when the muse makes a random inspired visit but because we set aside regular time for her appearance.

The muse may arrive. She may not. Be ready.

What part of your routine currently needs to change?
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ON FORGIVENESS

There is no act more emotionally generous or difficult than forgiving someone else. A genuinely open heart can embrace contrition. A closed heart repels it. There is nothing harder than having an open heart.

“I am sorry” are the three most important words that show your humanity to those you serve, because, as a leader, you can always get away with silence.

Leaders who can ask for forgiveness are not timid. They reveal immense inner strength. They demonstrate to those who look up to them the honesty to confront mistakes, to take the blame, to own the mess.

When you make a mess, clean it up. Then apologize.

You may think that your apology is worth little because words do not speak the same volume as actions. This may be true in the ultimate sense, but it is rarely true in relationships. We need to know that those with power can recognize when they have hurt us, when they have shut us down, when they have exploited their authority.

The apology—when sincere—tells followers that you have the moral grit to learn from error. Your humility is not a sign of weakness. It is a sign of your greatness. Mahatma Gandhi, in All Men Are Brothers: Autobiographical Reflections, wrote: “The weak can never forgive. Forgiveness is the attribute of the strong.”

What do you need to say sorry for right now?
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ON PERFECTION

Perfection is a sophisticated way to name unrealistic expectations of self and others. It suggests being free from flaws or defects, the way that we might describe a highly crafted object made at the hands of a master. Objects are inanimate. They cannot make mistakes. They cannot lie. They cannot deceive. They cannot cry.

It is hard to let go of this ideal, the notion of being perfect. The author Anna Quindlen wrote: “Nothing important, or meaningful, or beautiful, or interesting, or great ever came out of imitations. The thing that is really hard, and really amazing, is giving up on being perfect and beginning the work of becoming yourself.”

We are not static. The minute you can move, you can bump into someone else. You bruise. You bully. You laugh. You love and hate. You are imperfect—gloriously so.

To be a perfectionist as a leader is not a label of praise but one of danger. Perfectionists believe admitting to being one is a badge of self-praise, but it actually tells others that you are impossible to satisfy. To be a perfectionist is rarely to see the totality of humanness; it is to spot where there is a shortfall and an error.

Oh, and one more thing. Quindlen also said: “A finished person is a boring person.” So stop calling yourself a perfectionist. It scares people. And it’s boring.

Is your definition of the perfect leader ever achievable?
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ON AMBIGUITY

It’s hard to forget comedian Gilda Radner (1946–1989), an original member of the cast of Saturday Night Live. She loved ambiguity. It worked in every comedic routine:

“I wanted a perfect ending. Now I’ve learned, the hard way, that some poems don’t rhyme, and some stories don’t have a clear beginning, middle, and end. Life is about not knowing, having to change, taking the moment and making the best of it, without knowing what’s going to happen next.

“Delicious Ambiguity.”

Radner did not get the perfect ending she wanted. She died young of cancer and kept jumping off the gurney when they brought her for her final hospital stay. She wanted desperately to live, to make more people laugh.

Many leaders disdain ambiguity. They want order and control. They want to know the answer and clarify the options. It feels wrong to say the three words:

“I don’t know.”

Yet ambiguity keeps us tensile and open. Somewhere in the land of doubt lies an answer. The wiser we get, the less we know.

There is arrogance in too much knowing. When we explore possibilities, there is an inexactitude to it. Do not be afraid to dwell in that liminal place of the amorphous, where many directions are possible. Stay there for a while before possibilities narrow.

Our biggest leadership mistakes can come from committing too quickly for the sake of certainty.

Name a complex decision before you now that would benefit from a less definitive approach.
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ON REJECTION

Jia Jiang stood up at a World Domination Summit and told thousands of people his story of rejection. As a young man whose start-up company failed, he spiraled into a deep depression. He then invited rejection closer, engaging in a hundred days of rejection therapy. He told an emotional audience at the Summit:

“I depended on blind faith and was rejected. That rejection taught me to not give up. When I see something very negative now, instead of running away from it I think ‘Let’s dance with it, play games with it, blow it up and see how negative it really is.’ Then it turns out not to be negative after all. It becomes positive, really.”

The audience hearing his story did not reject him. They gave him a long and emotional ovation, admiring his courage.

When we are rejected, the door before us becomes a wall. At that moment—that sad, pensive, crushing moment—we have four choices.

We can push on the wall, pretending it is a door, telling ourselves that those who rejected us made a mistake.

We can cry on the wall and bemoan our lack of talent, connections or gumption.

We can try to scale the wall, realizing that it is tall, hard and unyielding, but we must get over it nonetheless.

Or we can walk away and look for another door.

Leaders find others doors. Those doors are called resilience.

Give an example of rejection and resilience in your leadership.
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ON CURIOSITY

Curiosity is the capacity and desire to learn; it has a hungry quality. It is more than having to know something to serve a need. It is wanting to know something with your entire heart and mind, swallowing that knowledge in big gulps. Albert Einstein, a man of great imagination, told us: “The important thing is not to stop questioning. Curiosity has its own reason for existing.”

Curiosity can produce outstanding scientists and philosophers, inventors and physicians. What if we tried something this way? Or that? Curiosity produces questioning minds. When the object of curiosity is efficiency or function or sustainability, the curious mind wants to know how to make an object better, faster and more reliable.

Curiosity can produce great friendships or marriages among colleagues and lovers when the direct object of one’s curiosity is another human being. It tells someone else that we want to know them better, more profoundly. We want to exist in relationship to them with greater intimacy. We want to learn them, putting our mental and emotional capacities into high gear but making our communication slower and richer.

Spiritual leadership requires curiosity about things, but it requires greater curiosity about people. Take your time. People are not an easy study.

Who would benefit from a powerful dose of your curiosity at this moment?
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ON SERVICE

Where there is hatred, let me sow love;

Where there is injury, pardon;

Where there is doubt, faith;

Where there is despair, hope;

Where there is darkness, light;

Where there is sadness, joy.

O divine Master, grant that I may not so much seek

to be consoled, as to console;

to be understood, as to understand;

to be loved, as to love;

For it is in giving that we receive,

In pardoning, that we are pardoned,

It is in dying that we are born to eternal life.

—The Prayer of Saint Francis, quoted in In the Heart of the World: Thoughts, Stories & Prayers by Mother Teresa

Mother Teresa was prepared to use every part of herself to serve those she cared for, and she was prepared to serve every day. She asked God for strength to do what she believed God expected of her.

Service requires that we make ourselves smaller so that we can build capacity. You cannot serve someone else when you believe that they should be serving you. Those who want to serve are served by others in the grace of reciprocity.

When you make the chambers in your heart large enough, your heart always makes more room than you expect.

When you feel diminished by someone else you can lash back or you can ask yourself: Can I serve this person in some small way right now? Open the window of compassion, and it will open much wider.

How has your leadership enabled you to serve someone today?
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ON DISCIPLINE

Discipline is the art of reaching desired goals through a patient and deliberate routine of repeated acts and behaviors. It is a muscle that must be exercised regularly in order to achieve outcomes.

On May 13, 1940, Winston Churchill gave his first address as prime minister to the House of Commons about national discipline; it was among his most memorable and influential speeches: “I would say to the House, as I said to those who have joined this Government, I have nothing to offer but blood, toil, tears and sweat. We have before us an ordeal of the most grievous kind. We have before us many long months of toil and struggle.”

Churchill did not pretend that circumstances were easier than they were or that the future looked promising. He was painfully honest about the problems facing his people and their need for discipline and determination. Such outcomes emerge incrementally as a result of constant and unwavering commitment.

We all have goals, but not all of us have the commitment to follow through on those goals and achieve success. We get sidetracked. We discover obstacles. Our minds imprison us in negative thinking so that we begin to believe that we are incapable or unworthy.

Leaders cannot model genius to others; they can merely exhibit it. Leaders can always model hard work to others for their emulation.

Are you working hard at the right things in your leadership?
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ON BEING STUBBORN

The writer Anthony Liccione observed: “Some people would rather die in their pride, than live in their humility.” Leaders can become easy victims of their own stubbornness. They can hold on to false ideas, judgments and first impressions. This can determine the fate of other lives and a company’s future.

Remember Captain Ahab? Ahab steered a ship. He had a personal vendetta against a whale. As a result, he was willing to compromise the lives of other men and his professional duties. “From hell’s heart I stab at thee; for hate’s sake I spit my last breath at thee. Ye damned whale.” But it was not only Ahab’s last breath expended on revenge for the loss of his leg. His crew all followed him into the abyss of revenge and hatred. When Ahab bellowed, “I’ll follow him around the Horn, and around the Norway maelstrom, and around perdition’s flames before I give him up,” he was taking others with him.

When his stubbornness got the best of him, he stopped caring. Who else could utter these words and mean them:

“I don’t give reasons. I give orders!”

We all own a little piece of Ahab, and it comes out sometimes. We have to catch it before it grows and gets out of control and sinks a ship.

Think of a time when your stubbornness came at too high a cost. Why did you hold on and not let go?
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ON AUTHENTICITY

Remember the scene from The Velveteen Rabbit when the Rabbit asks the Skin Horse how to become Real?

“Real isn’t how you are made,” said the Skin Horse. “It’s a thing that happens to you. When a child loves you for a long, long time, not just to play with, but REALLY loves you, then you become Real.”

“Does it hurt?” asked the Rabbit.

“Sometimes,” said the Skin Horse, for he was always truthful. “When you are Real you don’t mind being hurt.”

“Does it happen all at once, like being wound up,” he asked, “or bit by bit?”

“It doesn’t happen all at once,” said the Skin Horse. “You become. It takes a long time. That’s why it doesn’t happen often to people who break easily, or have sharp edges, or who have to be carefully kept. Generally, by the time you are Real, most of your hair has been loved off, and your eyes drop out and you get loose in the joints and very shabby. But these things don’t matter at all, because once you are Real you can’t be ugly, except to people who don’t understand.”

Authenticity can hurt. It’s who we are when no one is looking. The problem, when you are a leader, is that everyone is looking. It’s no wonder the toys in The Velveteen Rabbit came alive only at night, when no one was looking.
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