














Praise for Leadership Flow


“Peri Chickering has traversed 20,000 foot peaks and major corporate boardrooms, guiding leaders across the globe through the territory of their own souls. Learn from a deeply experienced and genuine explorer what it means to venture into and master the true frontier territory of your Self.”


—WILLIAM ISAACS, author of Dialogue and the Art of Thinking Together


“Unlike any leadership book on the market! Leadership Flow is a book for every stage of your career and life. I wish I had read it in my 20s, 30s, 40s and plan to continue to review it into my 60s and 70s. It is an anchor and guidepost all in one!”


—TERRI FIEZ, Vice Chancellor for Research and Innovation, University of Colorado, Boulder


“A beautifully written book for all who want to lead in ways that enhance the common good and their own wellbeing, offered up in the form of compelling personal stories, insights drawn from nature, and a wide range of wisdom traditions. Chickering’s teachings will affirm and guide you as you bring your gifts to a world in need.”


—PARKER J. PALMER, author of On the Brink of Everything, A Hidden Wholeness, The Courage to Teach, and Let Your Life Speak


“Powerful and illuminating. Weaving experience and insight, Peri Chickering calls us to a life of listening–in all the directions–and to the intelligence, creativity, and benefit inherent in our true nature.”


—SARAH BUIE, Founding Convener, Council on the Uncertain Human Future


“All leadership today is situated in a profound moment of disruption. When you live and lead in such a context, what is the one thing you can rely on? The capacity to access your inner knowing. In this book Peri Chickering takes you on a journey to explore seven key directions of inner knowing. Essential reading for leading and flourishing in this time of transformation.”


—OTTO SCHARMER, Co-founder of the Presencing Institute, author of Theory U and Presencing
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For my mother and father.
Thank you for giving me a
nature-filled childhood and
the space to find my own way.
Love and support always
present yet never demanding,
I grew up knowing I had a place
in the larger order of things.
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The primary purpose of this book is to remind you of the intricate and intelligent web in which your life is embedded and to offer specific tools and practices to ensure you remain connected to this truth.





Leadership Flow is based on the fundamental assumption of an intricate and intelligent universe of which we are all a part. This assumption influences the kind of person you become and the work you are called to do. Your unique gifts and natural talents are intimately integrated into this whole. As you use these gifts, your leadership inherently flows out into the world and serves the health and well-being of all.


Awareness of this deep intelligence has been and still is being held by indigenous communities around the world. Out of respect for this longstanding wisdom, I have chosen to use an image known to Native Americans as the Seven Directions—seven domains of awareness and creative influence which work together to ensure harmony, balance, and respect for all living beings—as the central organizing structure of this book. These domains of awareness are universal, timeless, and interconnected. This book is based on my lived experience of these domains and is my own personal interpretation.


In honor of the wisdom traditions which are the foundations of this book, all proceeds from its sale will go to First Nations causes.
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As the gray, damp Pacific Northwest winter arrived in late 2016, it matched my mood. The job I’d been working toward my entire career—the one I’d gone to business school for fifteen years earlier, the one I’d packed up my family and moved us across the country for, the one consuming my waking hours and mental energy—wasn’t working out. But I couldn’t figure out what was going wrong or what to do about it.


As I realized I needed help, one person leapt to mind. I met Peri in 2007, on a Coming into Your Own women’s retreat she facilitated, and in the years since, joined two other programs for which she served as faculty.


Peri radiates assuredness and wisdom to an extent that might be intimidating or inaccessible were it not shaped by her calm stillness and infused with warmth and curiosity. When I first met her I thought, I need more of that.


We all do—now more than ever. As I write this in the middle of 2020, the world is in a state of breakdown: facing a global pandemic, protesting against structural racism, a looming US presidential election promising more divisiveness and chaos—all in the context of a warming planet screaming for attention.


That is why I am so thankful that Peri is finally honoring her lifelong practices in these pages for all of us to learn from.


She is not about disclosing a secret code, only available to leaders of a certain stature or privilege. Peri’s superpower is reconnecting us to our true selves, to the core that has been there all along, but has been obfuscated by expectations and whatever baggage and circumstances we’ve accumulated on our travels.


I had lost sight of my center. Peri listened, she asked, she prodded, she played back. She breathed and reminded me to do the same. She never assumed or judged.


First, she helped me see that I didn’t need to flail, that I actually was achieving much of what I had set out to achieve, that I really did have colleagues who were supporting me. With a clearer view of the landscape, Peri then guided me as I made the decision to leave my job—never imposing her own views, but asking the questions that led me to the next step.


Then, once I’d made my decision, we got tactical. Peri reminded me that not every idea has to be broadcast the moment it appears, and we thought carefully about the right sequence of whom I told and how. She schooled me in the lost art of keeping one’s mouth shut, and the power and importance of being precise and deliberate when stakes are high—skills that I wish more of today’s leaders had.


I left my role with more closure and gratitude than I could have ever imagined—not just given where I had been seven months earlier, but knowing how jobs usually end. I have taken a path closer to my truth, freelancing and prioritizing family and self, listening carefully for the next right move, often channeling Peri for wisdom and clarity.


Even more telling than my experience with Peri is what happened afterward. I had been gently suggesting to my husband for most of the thirteen years since we’d met that coaching might be helpful to him. But as an Englishman in finance technology on Wall Street, the notion of deep introspection out loud with another human had multiple strikes against it.


But seeing how much Peri helped me turn around my life to point in the right direction, he was moved to give her a call. They hit it off immediately, bonding over a shared love of enjoying a hot cup of tea alone atop a mountain. With completely different questions but the same steady hand, she guided him to find his way into a new creative life, which is clearly his to lead.


I’ve since recommended Peri to countless others, believing wholeheartedly that many people would be more effective knowing what she has to offer. To be clear: I don’t mean “effective” in the sense of the productivity hacks that promise to squeeze more hours into your day and maximize your contribution to GDP. Rather, Peri has helped many people find their place in the world.


Now, because of this book, it is not only the lucky individuals who’ve come into personal contact with Peri that can benefit from her wisdom.


All of us deserve the connection to ourselves, our planet, and each other that Peri has long embraced and modeled and is now presenting to us. Her presence in my life has been a tremendous gift, and I know it will be for you as well.


—CHRISTINE BADER


McMinnville, Oregon


July 2020





Prologue
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“We cannot live for ourselves alone. Our lives are connected by a thousand invisible threads and along these sympathetic fibers, our actions run as causes and return to us as results.”


—HERMAN MELVILLE





My journey in the land of leadership has been long and varied. From an early age I remember having a deep sense of confidence and self-assurance. An inner experience of “authority.” Early and often, I would end up being successful in whatever was put in front of me. In school this meant I was a good student and a good athlete.


During my first year of college, rock climbing and kayaking were offered as extracurricular options. Strong and agile, I excelled in these activities, and by the following summer I had a job guiding trips for a small outdoor leadership school in Colorado. In the early 1980s it was rare to find women who not only liked spending time in the outdoors but also had some skills. My name got circulated, and soon I was leading twenty-eight-day trips for a much bigger outfit, Colorado Outward Bound School (COBS). Shouldering responsibility for the health and well-being of twelve to fifteen people for weeks on end was in essence my first formal experience of leading.


At the end of the season, I was told most of my skills were good with one exception: I needed more experience with “snow and ice.” A bit of an overachiever, rather than take the readily available short courses on winter mountaineering, a couple of friends and I organized a six-week expedition to a remote and virtually uncharted mountain range in the south-central part of Alaska.


Coming Home


Dropped off in the Neacolas, I waved good-bye to our bush pilot and whispered a quiet prayer. It was mid-April and I had just turned twenty-one. My three climbing companions—Todd, Mike, and John—were equally young and inexperienced. Attempting to climb these mountains and be the first to stand on their summits, we had six weeks to listen carefully, climb with respect, and trust our pilot could remember how to find this remote and not particularly distinguishable glacier.


The team unraveled fast. On the descent of Peak Number One, Todd slipped on wet rock and went sailing off into thin air. As he zinged down the ridge line, I heard the rope running before I saw Todd’s body falling. As I jammed myself into a crack in a rock, the rope went taut, catching Todd and saving us both. Mike had untied from the rope already, and I was still attached. Todd was too injured to assist himself, so we lowered him down the three thousand feet we had climbed, arriving back at our primitive base camp before daylight faded.


Seriously banged up but with no bones broken, Todd was not about to sit around for another five weeks. John had been lowered down to safety the previous night after he inadvertently kicked his gear off the tiny snow ledge where we were to rest as we waited out the darkest hours of the night. The two of them wanted out. Taking food, gear, and maps, they skied away, leaving Mike and me to fend for ourselves. Dangerous enough with four people, now down to two, we became hypervigilant, listening to any and all signals—outside or in—foreshadowing trouble. With care and specificity, going forward at times and retreating as well, we summited three peaks and made two unsuccessful attempts on Neacola Peak, the highest and only named peak in this area.


Our return to Talkeetna was scheduled for June 1. On the night of May 31, a major storm came in. For four days, the wind howled and the snow fell. With no cell phones or other means of communicating back then, my parents assumed I was dead. Four long days with no word, no sign, no Peri. Around two in the morning on day five, we were awakened by silence—a deep, all-pervasive quiet. As we zipped down the flap of the tent, a crystal clear and windless sky greeted us: the storm had finally ended. Grabbing our snowshoes, we marked out a landing spot as best we could in the three feet of new snow. Barely audible over the horizon came the putt, putt, putt of the prop plane. Intense emotions flooded my body. Relief mixed with sadness. Although ready to return to civilization, I had truly come to love these mountains and felt a deep sense of home. As the plane lifted off, I cried tears of grief. I saw Mike was crying too. I wonder now what his tears were about. I never thought to ask. Dialing my parents’ number from a phone booth in Talkeetna was surreal. All my father could say when he heard my voice was “Thank God you’re alive, thank God you’re alive!”1



Three Threads


Although I didn’t know it at the time, this experience in Alaska landed me squarely on one of the threads of my destiny, my connection to nature. I will tell a few stories about how the universe helped me keep a hold of this thread, which was central to both my work in the world and my experience of spirituality. Spanning the better part of two decades, the outdoors was my classroom for learning about and evoking the “inner aspects of leadership.” I noticed the unique potential in the hearts and souls of each person and let the wilderness environment help bring this forward and nurture it gently into awareness. Thread number two was leadership. And thread number three surfaced through Ian, a dear friend and college buddy who climbed and kayaked with me in those early years of college. Casually and persistently, he kept mentioning this place and these people he had met. They lived nearby and perhaps I might want to check them out. Nestled in the foothills of Colorado, Sunrise Ranch was the international headquarters of a network called The Emissaries, whose expressed purpose was the “spiritual regeneration of the human race.” Nonsectarian and, in those days, truly inspiring, I did, indeed, go to visit and not long afterward I moved in. I ended up at Sunrise for fourteen years.


Years of living in community with 150 others and welcoming hundreds of people from around the world was a remarkable experience of how to bring spiritual ideas into outer action. A key tenet of this network was “spirituality as practicality.” Growing much of our food and hosting people on a continual basis, the phrase “before enlightenment chop wood and carry water, after enlightenment chop wood and carry water” was an apt expression for much of our outer action. Connecting the care for the land with the attitudes and emotions that arose in the midst of all these daily activities was where “inner meets outer” in this context. And this emotional and attitudinal work was taken equally seriously. Once a heated argument broke out in the group responsible for making dinner for the community, and the food was thrown out because the “energy” in which the food was prepared was one of dis-ease and disrespect.


Although Sunrise was my home base, my particular suite of skills and talents took me traveling around the world running both wilderness-based leadership programs and Art of Living courses for the community. For six months each year, I danced back and forth between community and wild places. And during this time, the three threads of my own life’s work would become clear: nature, spirituality, and leadership. This rhythm of extensive travel also instilled an experience of “home and center” as primarily internal. I had to carry this with me wherever I went as countries, cultures, time zones, and seasons swirled around me.


My professional work gradually evolved from outside to inside. I played the role of executive director for a couple of nonprofits and was fundraiser, consultant, and trainer to start up two leadership schools. This work landed me a position as an associate professor at Regis University’s Master’s of Nonprofit Management program. Practicing leadership is one thing; trying to teach is a wholly different skill and one that took some time to develop competence. The seeds of this book were planted during my stint as an associate professor. Search as I might, I could not find a leadership book to use in my teaching! A plethora of books about the outer actions of leading were available but none pointing toward the inner work it takes to develop genuine authority. Leading from Within, a class created by a colleague and dear friend named Paul, was a beginning attempt to move thinking in this direction.


A university setting was anathema to my inherently wild nature, and I slowly began to wither in that environment. So I quit, depleted, and slowly found my way back to my sweet spot. Moving to my grandmother’s home in New England, I got back to “chop wood and carry water” and began to light up again. Much to my surprise an old colleague and friend invited me to work with his small boutique consulting company, Dialogos. Migrating from a focus in the nonprofit sector, I found myself working with private sector clients and large governmental agencies, and the focus of my work became coaching and training leaders whose job was to grow other leaders.


And here I am today. In a leadership journey spanning six decades and counting, I’ve known the joys and dilemmas of hands-on leading, the challenges of theory building and teaching leadership, and the nuances of coaching and training leaders to grow other leaders. In all these years I have been unable to find any resource that puts in one place the suite of skills I believe are essential to lead with genuine power, authority, and intelligence. Hence, I have written this book, an “inner meets outer” kind of leadership book—grounded, practical, and embedded in a living relationship with the planet we call home. Three threads—nature, spirituality and leadership—woven together into a little book inviting you to remember your place in the larger order of things and let your leadership flow from there.


Three Spheres of Connection


In the words of Marcus Aurelius, “Meditate often on the interconnectedness and mutual interdependence of all things in the universe.” Wise words for these times, the “interconnectedness and mutual interdependence of all things” is the essential inquiry of this book. As a concept interconnectedness may not seem earth-shattering. Letting this reality be your guide for daily living and choice making, however, may well mean asking new questions and changing old habits. This personal and in-depth work is the focus of Leadership Flow. Designed as a roadmap for staying connected to the larger order of things, Leadership Flow invites you to live at the intersection of three spheres of connection:




[image: Images] Your Leadership Gift: The unique talents that are yours to offer


[image: Images] Spirituality: Anchoring to the present moment, listening for when to act and when to stay still


[image: Images] Nature: The dynamic, interconnected, and intelligent universe in which we reside
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Building the muscles to stay in the sweet spot where these three domains intersect is the purpose of this book. And it will no doubt raise many questions. Why bother? How do you do it? If it’s so important, why isn’t everyone doing it? Does it make you more successful? More content? We will explore these questions and many others along the way. Real questions containing an honest blend of both skepticism and curiosity will be your biggest guide to learning. As your questions begin to gather, let me describe the nature of the roadmap you will be using to find some answers.


Roadmap


Getting connected in the manner described in this book means embracing or at least entertaining the idea that most current ways of leading and living, intentionally or unintentionally create separation and isolation rather than connection and community. Finding our way back to community, to wholeness, to connection in the deepest sense of the word is key. Searching for language and images to describe this concept of wholeness has been much of my life’s work. Thirty years ago, I wrote my dissertation using quantum physics to describe “A Paradigm of the Universal Whole: Toward a New Theory of Personality.” My experience with a range of spiritual traditions, from Taoism and Aboriginal art to shamanic journeying and sitting with the Basarwa in the Kalahari Desert, is rich. And nature herself has been my most important teacher. As a consequence, I find myself returning to the imagery and knowledge held in the web of indigenous traditions from around the world. These traditions honor and celebrate the whole interconnected web of life—human, plant, animal, and mineral. Separating the good of the individual from the good of the whole—including the planet itself—is not an option in their way of seeing the world. In these traditions, rich with symbol, ritual, and ceremony, there exist many valuable images pointing toward a true and wholistic way of understanding our place in the larger order of things. One image in particular has served as a steady anchor for much of my adult life, the Native American experience of Seven Directions.


In all honesty, I don’t remember when I first encountered this way of understanding the world. It seems as though it has always been with me, nested somewhere deep inside as a kind of “moral compass,” a way of understanding the ancient and timeless laws that govern life on planet Earth. Over the years it has served as a steady guide for how I live, make choices, and contribute. When it came to writing this book, there was no other way I could see of describing the path we all need to walk. Therefore, I have selected this way of understanding as a guiding roadmap, offering readers a potential gateway into a worldview leading us back to rather than away from one another. Leading back to connection with the earth and ultimately back to the deepest essence of ourselves. Having chosen this way of viewing the world, I want to be really clear that this book is a distillation of my own study, personal experience, and ongoing interpretation of these ideas. I am not speaking on behalf of any tradition or cultural legacy. Many wise and articulate individuals from a wide range of traditions have deep wisdom to share. If you find yourself drawn to this way of understanding the world, I encourage you to explore further. I have included some starting points of reference in the Appendix.


As a roadmap for your journey into a world of interconnectedness, the image of Seven Directions offers landmarks and clues guiding you in the general direction of this intention. Although these landmarks are helpful, they are only landmarks. All the color, vibrancy, momentary beauty, and unexpected detours come about only on the journey itself. Therefore, think of this book as “directional versus prescriptive,” pointing toward an experience with a few key starting ideas. This is done for one simple reason: The answers to all your questions live inside you. They cannot be given to you by someone else—no matter how often people try to do this for us or we try to find the wisdom we are seeking “out there.” Leadership Flow is a path to be walked—and with deliberate pausing, wondering, experimenting and walking on again.


Guide for Living


Laid out in three parts, the book begins with Part One: Stepping Stones, which describes Leadership Flow as a path accessible to all, bringing calm and mutual respect to a world sorely in need of both. Each of us has the capacity to experience Leadership Flow, yet this can take some doing for us modern humans, born and bred into a culture pulling us out of touch with ourselves, each other, and the wider world at every turn. Part One concludes with an explanation of each of the Seven Directions as both metaphor and, for many cultures, as key components of a distinct worldview.


Part Two: Upright and Rooted, and Part Three: Dancing with the Winds of Change form the heart of the book. Each chapter focuses on one of the Seven Directions. The structure for these seven chapters is identical: three key concepts captured in a single word with illustrative stories and italicized subthemes; an Explore, Engage, Experiment activity to help ground and practice each key concept; and a closing reflection called Getting Traction. To help you stay oriented and to remind you of the interconnection between these seven domains of awareness, the following image will be used throughout these chapters. Whenever you are exploring one specific direction it will be highlighted.
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Part Four: Rebuilding Community concludes with a reminder that, although the deep, ongoing work of leadership is personal and close in, we are constantly being supported and enlivened by the wider whole. As our elders remind us, we are each here for a reason, and we are all needed.


Collective Intelligence


Designed as a trusted resource and guide, this book gives you tools for accessing wholeness and creating more health, sanity, and well-being in you, your family, your community, and your work life. Living in sync with the larger order of things, unseen resources and new possibilities become visible, and new habits replace old. Using the ideas and practices offered throughout these pages, you will be amazed at the ways your leadership shifts and changes. As close friend and colleague Marian Goodman, who works with community leaders, CEOs, and teams around the world, describes, “There is a kind of magic and collective intelligence accessible when all of these skills come together. Everyone feels it, and it is an experience so completely natural and yet so completely different than the more traditional ways of working.” If this kind of magic is of interest, open up this little book and see what wisdom it has to share.







PART ONE:


Stepping Stones


[image: Images]








Chapter 1:


Leadership Flow
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“The things that make you strange are the things that make you powerful.”


—BEN PLATT, TONY AWARD WINNER, DEAR EVAN HANSEN





Bud French1 is a local farmer who lives in the next town over and delivers hay for our horses. Every three or four months his truck arrives, and we talk about all manner of things, from the spring maple syrup run to local events and national issues. Effortlessly flipping fifty-pound bales of hay into the back of my shed, Bud is the kind of person who inspires me to take myself less seriously, stay in shape, and give thanks for the blessings of this deliberately chosen rural lifestyle. I’ve come to rely on his advice, not just on caring for and feeding our horses but also on a variety of other questions like who to hire to renovate a falling-down garage or where to find a home for a stray cat. When Bud drives away, I’ve almost always learned something new, have a smile on my face, and know for certain in good times or bad he is someone I would immediately turn to in search of creative solutions.


I’m not alone. It turns out Bud’s the go-to guy for lots of people. He’s not my boss, and he’s not the mayor of his small town, but when we need someone we trust, he’s the one we call. Whether in his role as local fire chief or stopping to help a stranger in need, Bud instinctively walks the path of Leadership Flow.




Leadership Flow is a way of life that builds wisdom, character, and assurance from the inside out—and from the outside in.





Bud has realized a potential I believe is within us all. His work with the land and animals constantly enhances the health and well-being of his surrounding community. Never in a rush, he stays solidly in the moment, taking time to listen and connect. And he has no choice but to move with the ebb and flow of the natural world around him. His way of living and leading is one innately known by those who live close to the land, but often forgotten by leaders in our modern culture. There is much to learn about life and leadership from people like Bud, as well-known author Louis L’Amour describes in The Lonesome Gods: “Our world is one where the impossible occurs every day, and what we often call supernatural is simply the misunderstood . . . the poor peasant, the hunter, or the fisherman may have knowledge that scholars are struggling to find.”2


Be Yourself


Bud doesn’t wake up in the morning thinking about how he might inspire others; he thinks about the work he wants to do on his farm. He makes plans for his day and adjusts them given changes in the weather or a request to bring one of his farm critters to visit cancer patients at the local hospital. Farming and horses are his callings, whether that means bringing back to life fields that have long stopped producing or training up a new Morgan to escort a local bride and groom to their wedding. It’s not that his life is easy, but because his passion, skills, and work are aligned with his calling, excellence in his job, continued self-education, and peace of mind come naturally. His deep authenticity inspires immediate trust and confidence.


Work that resonates with our skills and aptitudes is key to the path of Leadership Flow. As children, we expressed our aptitudes without even thinking about it. Some of us had our noses buried in books; others happily took apart mechanical objects. My sister—now a doctor—constantly wore a nurse’s hat and blue cape a la Florence Nightingale. I was the wild child, running around outside in the woods most of the time. Our bodies recognize the activities at which we will excel—those that light us up and allow our inherent leadership skills to emerge. The end product is confidence, born from mastering exactly the things we love to do.


Does this mean we’ll never be challenged? Absolutely not. But the challenges faced as we hone our talents differ from other challenges in a significant way. Mainly, we don’t dread them. We’re drawn to them. They give us a chance to test our strengths and keep improving, to learn new skills, and to make significant contributions to our organizations and communities. Such challenges feel very different from those we face when our work is out of sync with our innate strengths. Work mismatched to our nature or born out of others’ expectations can feel like a giant boulder we must push up a steep hill. Tension will build when this is the case, eventually leading to restlessness, anxiety, and depression.
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