
SPECIAL SECTION 

SPIRITUALITY AND 
LEADERSHIP 

G
ood leaders do what they do neither for 
profit nor to compensate for psychologi
cal deficiencies, but because they happen 
to be privileged with a vision. It is a vision 
diat calls them to a kind of frontier. 

This frontier has to do with human presence, 
which is one of the most exciting forces in the 
world. Nowhere do you meet such an intensity 
of presence as in the human face. The face is the 
expression of human individuality. In a world 
where nearly everything has been homogenized 
and turned into a marketable product, there î  
still something subversive about individuality. 
Behind every human face there lies a hidden 
world of the self, to which only that individual 
has access. These inner landscapes subsist in 
solitude. 

Unfortunately, the language we use to discuss 
the self has become brittle, cliched, and empty. 
We need a new language that will somehow mir
ror the mystery each of us carries. Behind the 
facade of one's daily life—one's role, function, 
and image—there is something eternal going on. 
This is the subversive, sacramental nature of the 
person. Each of us was sent to earth for a special 
purpose, and to catch a glimpse of that purpose is 
really the true art of self-knowing. As the Russian 
poet Anna Akhmatova says in describing a mar
velous sunset: 
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I just can't comprehend 
Whether it is die end of the day, the end of the world 
()r the mystery of mysteries in me again.' 

That is the magic of the human presence: 
secret and intimate. To be authentic, a leader 
must recognize its sacredness. Leadership is not 
about function or bureaucracy. It is about awak
ening and empowering human presence. 

FACTIONALISM AND EXPERIENCE 
In postmodern culture, there is a vast reduction 
ism at work. One could call it the "ideology of 
functionalism," and it is the exact opposite of any 

S u m m a r y Functionalism, which is the 
dominant philosophy of our time, views the world 
externally and mechanically and describes things 
in terms of how they work. But it cannot answer 
the "why" or (especially) the "who" questions. 

Leadership, however, requires an ability to rec
ognize the sacredness of individuality. Each of us 
lives simultaneously in four different worlds: sys
tem, society, behavior, and experience. True lead
ers know that effecting change is possible only in 
the realm of experience. 

Change often begins in the human imagination, 
from which true leaders draw five necessary quali
ties: integrity, a gift for awakening others, compas
sion, spontaneity, and an ability to make use of 
failure—which is of course at the heart of crucifix
ion, resurrection, and incarnation. 

Healthcare today is caught up in a conversation 
between mission and market. Catholic healthcare 
leaders, who believe healthcare is a human right, 
will have to use all their powers of memory and 
imagination to invoke the vision of the ministry's 
founders. In that way, they may reawaken our 
numbed hearts. 
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sense of the mystery in the human presence. 
Each of us lives simultaneously in four worlds: 

system, society, behavior, MK\ experience. 
System "System," in this sense, might refer to the 
government system, the healthcare system, or 
some other. A system is a very strange kind of 
organism, with a life and idiom of its own. Trying 
to change a system is extremely difficult. We all 
know of very generous people who put 
their lives on the line trying to change 
systems— and ended up exhausted 
and empty. When a system loses 
its connection with human nature, 
it becomes destructive. This may 
be especially true of for-profit 
healthcare, an incredibly anony
mous system that recognizes little 
of the mystery of the indi
vidual that Catholic health 
care focuses on. 
Society Postmodern soci
ety is shaped by function-
alism, which describes 
things in terms of bow 
they work. The "how" 
question has driven the 
"why" ques t ion and 
especially the " w h o " 
question to the mar
gins. This philosophy 
views the world exter 
nally and mechanically, 
and is primarily in
terested in 
utility, result, jm 

and product. 7* 
Real leader
ship, however, 
helps people re
alize that there is 
something at the 
heart of human pres
ence that can never be 
functionalized. Real leader
ship knows that the attempt to 
functionalizc this presence only intensifies 
and marginalizes spiritual hunger. 

Functionalism is the sister of consumerism, 
which in an important sense is the dominant reli
gion of our time. Consumerism worships at the 
altar of quanti ty. The new god is Quant i ty . 
Advertising is its liturgy. Advertising is schooling 
in false desire. Consumerism, like Freud's "oral 

stage" of personality development, is an infantile 
strategy that postmodern culture has devised to 
give itself a sense of identity and to try to satisf) 
the deeper longings of the human heart.2 

Consumerism is the ideology of greed, which 
is human longing that has somehow twisted itself 
and forgotten its source in human presence. 
Creed is one of the greatest perversions of long

ing because it is largely incapable of compas
sion or mercy. 

If we look at the world today, we see 
that some people have many posses

sions while others have few and 
are marginalized. This is the 
result of greed. Once we 
note that fact, we are forced 
to ask ourselves whether 
we are not in secret com 

plicity with the ideology of 
consumerism. We must come 
to terms with that question, 
est we unknowingly serve the 

destruction of innocent, vul
nerable people and ultimately 
the planet itself. 
Behavior The wor ld of be
havior is the one that often 
seems most amenable to 
change, especially to leaders of 
organizations. Leaders tend to 
think they can prescr ibe 
change: "We should do this; we 

should do that ." But 
behavior is an ex 

ternal layer of 
human pres
ence . Those 
who try to pre 

scribe change 
are still coming at 

things from the out
side, still treating peo

ple as objects. And change 
brought about this way is not 

real change at all; it is merely the 
substitution of one mode of action by 

another. The real, undergirding questions arc 
not actually engaged or explored. 
Experience This is the world in which real change 
is possible, the world that real leaders focus on. 
When you make a change in the world of experi
ence, you make it at the heart of things—the 
place where human identity unfolds and reflects 
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on itself. If you manage to change 
the rhythm of experience, you will 
give thought, action, and reflection 
an altogether different quality than 
they had before. This is change that 
is real and irreversible. True leader
ship is artistry of the heart and awak
ening of the hidden sources of" cre
ativity. 

IMAGINATION AND CHANGE 
The world of experience, then, is 
where leadership anchors its vision. 
"Vision" is an incredibly powerful 
idea. Vision is the source of meaning, 
and there is a deep need for meaning 
in every individual. Meaning is as 
important for us as food or rest. In a 
certain sense, your vision is your 
home. 

A person who is alive and in con 
versa t ion with his or her own 
depths is always revising, changing, 
moving the old thresholds of mean
ing within. Every individual life is 
on a threshold between the past 
and future, the inner world and the 
outer, quest and question, fact and 
possibility, memory and dream, the 
human and the divine. We are the 
place where infinite possibilities 
m e e t , where great change can 
occur. 

Real change comes from the source 
of things and need not be threaten
ing. It is actually a rhythm continually 
bringing us to new horizons both 
within .\nd without. "Our thoughts 
are our inner senses," according to 
Meister Eckhart.5 If that is true, then 
our inner world is mediated to us 
through our diinking. If our thoughts 
are consistently harsh and negative, 
we will stay stuck in old patterns of 
recognition, doing the same thing <.\.\\ 
in and day out, until we build up a 
huge inner desperat ion. There is 
something in us diat requires change 
if we are to be truly present. So the 
way We think determines how and 
what we see and how we choose to 
be. In a vital sense, thought is reality. 

One of the most important faculties 

Beannacht* 
For Josie 

On the day when 

the weight deadens 

on your shoulders 

and you stumble, 

may the clay dance 

to balance you. 

And when your eyes 

freeze behind 

the gray window 

and the ghost of loss 

gets in to you, 

may a flock of colors, 

indigo, red, green 

and azure blue 

come to awaken in you 

a meadow of delight. 

When the canvas frays 

in the curach of thought 

and a stain of ocean 

blackens beneath you, 

may there come across the waters 

a path of yellow moonlight 

to bring you safely home. 

May the nourishment of earth be yours, 

may the clarity of light be yours, 

may the fluency of the ocean be yours, 

may the protection of the ancestors be yours. 

And so may a slow 

wind work these words 

of love around you, 

an invisible cloak 

to mind your life. 

*From John O'Donohue. Anam Cara: A Book of Celtic 

Wisdom. HarperCollins. New York City, 1997, p. v. 

Beannacht is the Gaelic word for "blessing." A 

curach is a light canvas boat—a canoe. 

of think

ing is the imagination; it is where 
the magic is. U n f o r t u n a t e l y , 
though , imagination tends to be 
neglected when we talk about spiri
tuality. Many good people, having 
chosen vocations in religion, have 
tried to hammer the wild complexi
ty of their souls into a direction 
they believed the "will of G o d " 
called them in. Often God did not 
want them to go in that direction at 
all. The "will of G o d " idea was 
often used by their superiors to 
keep people under control. Many 
wonderful people have done dam
age to their own mystery by using 
that kind of hammer to flatten away 
the most interesting parts of their 
complexity. 

The poet Keats, on the o the r 
hand, believed in what he called "the 
holiness of the heart's affections and 
the truth of the imagination."1 One 
might base a whole philosophy of 
leadership on that insight. Imagi
nation opens worlds to us that we 
would otherwise not see. It is the 
place within us where we are some
how e te rna l . 1'he poet Wendell 
Berry says that, after a difficult day, 
he goes in his imagination "where 
the wood drake rests in his beauty." 
Then: 

I come into the peace of wild things 
who do not tax their lives with fore

thought 
of grief. I come into the presence of 

still water 
and I feel above me the day-blind 

stars 
waiting with their light. For a time 
I rest in the grace of the world and 

am free.2 

IMAGINATION AND LEADERSHIP 
Imagination kindles the human pres
ence necessary for leadership in five 
different ways. 
Integrity Integrity can be seen in the 
person who insists on being true to 

his or her own nature, refusing to be obsessed 
with "image." A leader with this quality will have 
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an incredible effect on any g r o u p he or she 
chooses to work with, because the leader 's 
integrity will change the group's whole rhythm. 
People, being clever, will quickly see through the 
mask of a false leader, one who lacks integrity. 
Integrity is the cornerstone of leadership. There 
is no greater witness than the integrity of individ
ual presence. 

Gift for Awakening Others A real leader is also someone 
who can awaken life and creativity in other people. 
In the Symposium, Plato says that being a spiritual 
midwife brings new worlds awake in others. A lead
er has the responsibility of awakening individuals to 
possibilities in themselves that they cannot see. 

It is this quality that can make leadership lone
ly—the fact that a leader must go out ahead of 
other people and bring back a report that will 
help them travel there, too. In its deepest sense, 
the spirituality of leadership is the ministry of ser
vice to possibility. 
Compassion A real leader is compassionate. This is 
the core message of the carpenter-poet who found
ed our religion. Though we often forget it, Jesus 
lived his life on what we have called "the frontier of 
human presence." On this frontier he met many 
different kinds of people—including some whom 
we might consider "bad company"—and to all he 
brouglit a wonderful compassion. Anyone who was 
in trouble could approach Jesus and be totally 
accepted and free of shame. The quality and poise 
of Jesus' dignity were such that they could return 
to wounded people a sense of their own worth and 
open the doors of possibility to them. I often think 
that Jesus must have had beautiful eyes. Anyone he 
gazed on was changed forever. 

Catholic healthcare leaders should be compas
sionate, of course. They would do well to be 
aware of the old Celtic belief that anytime you 
send love and goodness out from yourself to 
other people, it comes back to you a thousand
fold. The market works differently; there the 
more I have, the less you have. In the spiritual 
kingdom, the more I have, the more everyone 
has. This is the law of inverse proportion, which 
subverts the god of quantity and brings in the 
graciousness of a larger eternal presence. 

Catholic healthcare leaders should remember 
that the patient is at the center of all they do. One 
of the tragedies of being human is that you never 
fully realize the value of something until you are 
about to lose it. Of nothing is that more true than 
health. Illness is the greatest force of unmasking a 
person can experience. When you are ill or in pain. 

A real 

leader is 

someone who 

can awaken life 

and creativity in 

other people. 

you quit worrying about how people see you; ill
ness cuts nakedly to the heart of identity. Catholic 
healthcare leaders should realize that accompany
ing people on that lonely frontier is an incredible 
privilege. The patient—that icon of vulnerability-
should illuminate every discussion Catholic health
care leaders take part in. Christianity believes that 
vulnerability is poignant luminosity. 
Spontaneity Another necessary quality of leadership 
is spontaneity. It is lovely to find in human pres
ence a sense of wildness. You know a group or 
organization is truly alive when you find a little 
wildness around its edges—or even at its center. 
Such organizations leave room for the imagina
tion. The great secret of imagination is inspira
tion, and inspiration is the sister of spontaneity. 

Longing is one of the most precious things in 
the human heart. But, left to itself, longing be
comes meaningless and absurd. Part of the art of 
leadership is awakening genuine human longing. 
To do this, to create something new and fresh, 
leaders need spontaneity. 
Ability to Use Failure The corporate world is driven 
by its search for productivity and results. But one 
of the best things about the Christian tradition is 
that it allows the unexpected light that failure can 
produce to shine through. Sometimes the biggest 
apparent failures turn ou t to be prec ious 
moments of real growth and transfiguration. 

This concept is of course at the heart of the 
crucifixion, resurrection, and incarnation. An 
incarnational spirituality not only has the courage 
to travel the frontiers we have been describing 
here—it seeks out exactly such frontiers, knowing 
that work done on them will pay the highest divi
dends. A person who, in his or her work, is com
passionate and respectful toward even apparent 
failures will find that this can be a transforming 
experience for everyone involved. 

MISSION'S CONVERSATION WITH MARKET 
How can Catholic healthcare leaders bring this 
kind of presence into their work? Healthcare in our 
time is caught up in a conversation between mis
sion and the market. All who are involved in it face 
a fundamental choice: whether care of the vulnera
ble is to be a commodity or a human right. 

Catholic healthcare leaders, who believe it is a 
right, will of course play a vital role in this con
versation. To be fully effective, they will have to 
employ all their powers of memory and imagina
tion t<> reawaken the courageous vision of the 

Continued on p. 42 
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LEGACY LEADERSHIP 
Continued from page 30 

I In hiring 
a legacy leader, look 

for achievements that took 
more than three years. 

THE ROLE OF GOVERNANCE 
The board of directors has the ultimate 
moral and legal responsibility for its 
trust; it governs on behalf of those 
served. The board selects leaders, rein
forces core values, and must itself 
demonstrate values that promote lega
cy leadership. If trustees are to trans
form health deliver}' without losing the 
soul of the profession, they must fol
low five steps. 

1. Hire a legacy leader. Avoid indi
viduals on their way to other places, 
who do not indicate a desire to remain 
in a community for a long time. Look 
for pa t t e rn s in individuals ' back
grounds that suggest frequent changes 
in role, and look for achievements that 
took more than three years to accom
plish. 

2. Manage the business focus of the 
board. Often a board is dominated by 
business leaders. Their expertise is 
needed and valuable. However, a lack 
of board training or reinforcement of 
mission accomplishments can uninten
tionally reinforce an emphasis on fiscal 
results alone. Chief executives under
stand who their "boss" is; if fiscal 
results are all the trustees value, mis
sion purpose will erode. 

3. Evaluate the leader correctly. 
Does periodic evaluation of the chief 
executive measure only achievement of 
annual objectives, or does it also mea
sure progress on large-scale and long-
term achievements? The transforma
tional work required of chief executives 
and their teams to redesign the health
care system cannot be completed in 12 
months. Instead ask: "What truly con
sequential achievements has this chief 
executive envis ioned, and what 

progress is occurring that indicates we 
will leave a legacy for the future?" 

4. Enhance board evaluation. Does 
the system for measuring board effec
tiveness include measures of mission 
effectiveness? Does the board fully 
appreciate the depth of mission expres
sion in the organization, through peo
ple, programs, and service delivery? 
How can the board institute a mission 
effectiveness system, in concert with 
the chief executive, which assures that 
core values, policies, and behaviors are 
a constant in the organization, regard
less of organizational challenges and 
transformation? 

A balanced scorecard approach , 
which has measures of employee 
knowledge of mission, the quality of 
physician and caregiver relationships, 
and the presence of staff commitment 
as well as fiscal integrity, is essential. 
One faith-based organization for which 
I worked always included in its annual 
employee satisfaction survey the fol
lowing question: "How well do you 
know our mission?" followed by "How 
i m p o r t a n t is this mission to your 
work?" Ninety-five percent of employ
ees (90 percent of whom did not share 
the organization's religious orienta
tion) routinely responded positively to 
both questions. These two questions 
were viewed as important benchmarks 
in the organization. 

5. Raise the bar for decision mak
ing. When proposals and plans are 
brought before the board, trustees' 
analysis must include a thorough con
sideration of their possible effects on 
mission, any attendant ethical issues, 
and the effects on marginal ized 
patients or employees. o 
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ii w hen 
one flower blooms, 

it is spring 
everywhere." 

founders of the ministry—the women 
religious who, working on the thresh
olds of desperation and poverty, cre
ated the institutions that over the 
centuries have provided care for the 
vulnerable. In recalling the passions 
that drove the founding sisters, con
temporary Catholic healthcare leaders 
will discover the vigor and power 
necessary to take the ministry into a 
new era. 

There is a great shelter in a kind 
and critical vision; it enables one to 
awaken the nourishment of memory 
in order to realize the eternal possibil
ity that is there to be awakened all 
around us, especially in the chromatic 
corporate world, in numbed con
sumerism and in the neglected parts 
of our own hearts. As the Zen mystic 
said, "When one flower blooms, it is 
spring everywhere." n 
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