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Leading from Within
Out of the Shadow,
into the Light'

Parker J. Palmer

In the last decade or two,

- we have done a lot of moaning about the lack of moral,

humane, and vislonary leadership in the public arena.
But today, if we have eyes to see, we can look around
the world and find those moral, vislonary, humane
leaders. We can find them in South Afrlca, we can find
them In Latin America, and we can find them in eastern
EBurope.

1 want to begin these reflections with the words
of one of those people, someone whose credentlals for
leadership are far more authentlc than mine. Vaclav

19



ariRll AT WORK

Havel (playwright, dissldent, prisoner, and then presi-
dent of Czechoslovakia) addressed the U.S. Corigress In
carly 1990. 1t was surely one of the most remarkable
speeches ever dellvered on the floor of our natlonal

legislative body.

As long as people are people, democracy, In the
full sense of the word, wlill always be no more than
an Ideal. In this sense, you too are merely approach-
Ing democracy uninterruptedly for more than 200
years, and your Journey toward the horlzon has
never been disrupted by a totalitarjan system.
The communlst type of totalitarlan system has
left both our nations, Czechs and Slovaks, as It has
all the natlons of the Soviet Union and the other
countrles the Soviet Unlon subjugated in Its time,
a legacy of countless dead, an Infinite spectrum of
human suffering, profound economic decline, and,
above all, enormous human humillation. It has
brought us horrors that fortunately you have not
known. [1 think we Americans should conless that

some In our country bave known such horrors.—

PJ.P]

It has given us something positlve, a speclal
capacity 1o look [rom time to time somewhat fur-
ther than someone who has not undergone thils
bitter experlence. A person who cannot move and
~ lead a somewhat normal life because he Is pinned
under a boulder has more time to think about his
hopes than someone who Is not trapped that way.
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What I'm trylng to say Is this: We must all learn
many things from you, from how to educate our
offspring, how to elect our representatives, all the
way to how to organize our economic life so that
it wlll lead to prosperity and not to poverty. But
It doesn’t have to be merely assistance from the
well-educated, powerful and wealthy to someone
who has nothing and therefore has nothing to offer
In return,

We too can offer something to you: Our ex-
perlence and the knowledge that has come from
{t. The specific experience I'm talking about has °
glven me one certalnty: Consclousness precedes
belng, and not the other way around, as the Marx-
ists claim. For this reason, the salvation of this hu-
man world lles nowhere else than In the human

“heart, In the human power to reflect, in human

meekness and in human responsibility. Without a
global revolution In the sphere of human con-
sclousness, nothing will change for the better in
the sphere of our beings as humans, and the catas-
trophe toward which this world Is headed—be It
ecologlcal, soclal, demographlc or a general break-
down of clvilization—wlll be unavoldable.?

1 doubt there has ever been, from a more remark-

able source, a stronger affirmatlon of the link between
splrituality and leadership than Havel’s words,
sclousness precedes being' and “the salvation of the
world lles In the human heart.” He points us toward

‘con-
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the heart of the matter—the formation of the human
heart, the reformation of the human heart, and the res-
culng of the human heart from all Its deformations.

Materlal realitles, he tells us, are not the fundamen-
tal factor In the movement of history. Consclousness is.
Human awareness Is. Thought Is. Spirit Is. Those are the
deep sources of freedom and power with which op-
pressed people historically have been able to move Im-
mense boulders and create remarkable change.

But let me say something that Vaclav Havel was 100
polite to say: It Is not only the Marxists who have be-
lieved that matter Is more powerful than consclousness.
It Is not only the Marxists who have belleved that eco-
nomics Is more fundamental than spirit. It Is not only
the Marxists who have believed that the flow of cash cre-
ates more reality than does the flow of ideas, We capl-
wlists have believed these things too, and Havel was sim-
ply too nice 1o say it. But we can say It to ourselves. We
can remind ourselves that in our own system of thought
we have a long and crippling legacy of belleving in the
power of the external world much more deeply than we
believe In the power of the Internal world.

How many times have you heard or sald, "“Those
are good Ideas, Insplring notions, but the realityls . . '?
How many thines have you heard people trying to limit
our creatlvity by treating Institutlonal realitles as abso-
lute constraints on what we are able to do? How many
times have you worked In systems based on the belief
that the only changes that really matter are the ones that
you can count or measure or tally up externally? This

22

ot e o TP

e

b ke ok o

a A hna 2 " ke

s e

LEADING FROM WITIHIN

Is not Just a Marxlist problem. This is a human problem,
at least In our twentleth-century, technological socicty.
We are not victims of that seciety, we ure its co

creators. The great Insight of our spiritual traditions Is

that external reality does not impinge upon us as a
prison or as an ultimate constraint. Instead we co-create
that reality. We live In and through a complex interac-
tion of spirit and matter, a complex interaction of what
Is inslde of us and what Is "out there!” The wisdom of
our splritual traditions Is not to deny the reality of the
outer world, but 10 help us understand that we create
the world, In part, by projecting our spirit on It—for
better or worse.

Vaclav Iavel has said some hard things to hls own
people about how they conspired in the domination
of a tyrannical communist system through their own
passivity. We too are responsible for the existence of
tyrannical conditions, of external constraints that crush
our splrits, because we too co-create reality through the
projection of our Internal limitations. Our complicity
in world-makling Is a source of awesome and sometimes
palnful responsibility and at the same time a source of
profound hope for change. '

The great spiritual traditions are not primarily
about values and ethics, not primarily about doing right
or living well. The spiritual traditions are primarily about
reality. 'The spiritual traditions all strive 10 penetrate the
illuslons of the external world and 1o name its underly-
ing truth—what it Is, how it emerges, and how we re-
late 10 It
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In my own traditlon, | have been rereading some
of Jesus's saylngs that 1 was taught as ethical exhorta-
tions, as guldes to what we ought 10 do: "“The person
who secks llfe will lose It; but the person who Is will-
Ing to lose life will find It But that Is not an ethical
exhortatlon. It Is not an “ouglit” statement. It is simply
a description of what /sl Time and agaln, things Jesus
sald that we take as ethical pronouncements are sim-
ply his statements of what is real, That Is the nature of
great splritual teaching.

The Insight that I want to draw from the spiritual

traditions, and from Havel, may be best summarized In -

4 word from depth psychology: projeciion. We share
responslbility for creating the external world by prolect-
ing elther a splrit of light or a spirlt of shadow on that
which Is other than us, We project either a spirit of hope
or a splrit of despair, elther an Inner confidence in
wholeness and Integration or an Inner terror about life
belng diseased and ultimately terminal. We have a cholce
about what we are going to project, and in that choice
we help create the world that is. Consciousness precedes

being, and consclousness can help deform, or reform,
our world.

Leaders Have a Shadow Side
What does all of this have to do with leadership and
with the relatlon of leadership 1o splrituality? Here s
a quick definltion of a leader: A leader Is a person who
has an unusual degree of power to project on other peo-
ple his or her shadow, or his or her light. A leader Is
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a person who has an unusual degree of power (o create
the conditlons under which other people must llve and

" move and have their being, conditions that can either

be as llluminating as heaven or as shadowy as hell. A-
leader must take speclal responsibility for what's going
on Inside his or her own self, inslde his or her consclous-
ness, lest the act of leadership crcate more harm than
good.

I want to look here at the shadow side of leader-
ship. Many books on leadership scem to be about the
power of positive thinking. | fear they feed a common
delusion among leaders that thelr efforts are always well
Intended, their power always benign. I suggest that the
challenge Is 10 examine our consciousness for those
ways In which we leaders may project more shadow
than light.

By leaders, | do not mean simply the heads of
nation-states. 1 am talking, for example, about a class-
room teacher who has the power to create the condl-

‘tions under which young people must spend half of

thelr waklng hours, five days a week, week In and week
out. We know that there are classrooms where the leader
projects a welcoming light under which new growth
fMourlshes. But we also know of classrooms where the
leader casts an ominous shadow under which nothing
can grow. 1 an talking also about a parent who can
generate the same cffects In a family, about a clergyper-
son who can create a congregation that lurks in the
leader's shadow or thrives in his or her light. 1 am talk-
ing about the CEO of a corporation who faces the same
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cholce every day but who often does not even know

that a choice Is belng made, let alone know how to

reflect upon the process.

The problem Is that people rise to leadership in
our soclety by a tendency toward extroversion, which
too often means lenoring what is going on Inside them-
selves. Leaders rise to power by operating very com-
petently and effectlvely in the external world, some-
times at the cost of Internal awareness. Leaders, In the
very way they become leaders, tend to screen out the
Inner consclousness that Vaclav Havel Is calling us to
attend to. | have met too many leaders whose confldence
In the external world Is so high that they regard the In-
ner life as lllusory, a waste of time, a maglcal fantasy trlp
Into a reglon that does not even exist. But the link Havel
makes between consclousness and reality, between lead-
ership and splrltuallty, calls us to reexamine that com-
mon denlal of the Inner life.

1 think leaders ofien feed themselves on the power
of positlve thinking because thelr Jobs arc hard. They
face many external discouragements and they get little
affirmation. Thus they feel a need to psych themselves
up even If it means ignoring the Inner shadow. Of course,
leaders are supported in this by an Amerlcan culture that
wants 10 externalize everything, that wants (just as much
as Marx ever did) to see the good life more as a matter
of outer arrangements than of Inner well-belng.

1 have looked at some training programs for leaders,

and 1 am discouraged by how often they flocus on the .

development of skills to manipulate the external world
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rather than the skills necessary to go within and make
the spiritual journey. 1 find that discouraging because
It feeds a dangerous syndrome among leaders who al-
ready tend to deny thelr Inner world.

The Nature of Spirituality

Spirituality, like leadership, Is a very hard concept to pin
down. These are probably two of the vaguest words
you can find In our language, and when you put them
together you get something even more vague.

So let me share a remarkably concrete quote from
Annie Dillard’s wonderfully titled book, Teaching a
Stone to Talk. Never have I read a more evocative de-
scription of the Inner journey:

In the deeps are the violence and terror of which
psychology has warned us. But if you ride these
monsters down, If you drop with them farther over
the world’s rim, you find what our sciences can-
not locate or name, the substrate, the ocean or
matrix or ether which buoys the rest, which glves
goodness its power for good, and evll Its power
for evll, the unified field: our complex and Inex-
plicable caring for each other, and for our life
together here. This Is given. It Is not learned.?

Annle Dillard Is saylng several things that are very
important for a spirituality of leadership. She Is saying,
first of all, that the spiritual journey moves Inward and
downward, not outward and upward toward abstrac-
tion. It moves downward toward the hardest concrele
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