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CONTEMPLATIVE LEADERSHIP

Peter Simpson and Dermot Tredget
Abstract
The leadership of change involves both an engagement with uncertainty and an expectation to be the one to provide certainty for others. This paper will reflect on the nature of contemplative leadership, suggesting that it involves engaging with this paradox in a manner that will sometimes please but will also disappoint within a culture that favours the active over the contemplative. It is argued that contemplative leadership is characterised by the pursuit of truth with integrity and perseverance and will prioritize community over organisation and relations over task. 
Whilst acknowledging the potential for dialogue with many contemplative traditions, both ancient and modern, the arguments here will draw mainly upon early Christian monastic spirituality. This will make a contribution to the conference theme on ‘the purposes of leadership’ and to the emerging literature on spirituality in the workplace.

INTRODUCTION
This paper is written for those with an interest in ‘organisational leadership’ in its most generic sense – not, as some may be inclined to infer from the title, a study of religious leaders. We are concerned with the nature of leadership that might be practiced by those who hold forms of spirituality that involve a contemplative practice. 
Our spirituality is informed by early Christian monastic writings, particularly Benedictine but not exclusively so, and this influence is evident in the discussion here. However, we hope that this paper may also contribute to a dialogue on contemplative leadership with those who hold to other contemplative traditions. In this context, it is worth clarifying at the outset that the dialogue between the two of us is merely at the beginning. We met for the first time earlier this year and it seemed like a good idea to combine our shared interest, expertise and experience in contemplation and leadership practice. The potential value of this endeavour appeared to arise not only in what we shared, but also in our differences, arising not least from the fact that one has been a Christian monk for over 25 years, for whom contemplative practice is a way of life, and who runs seminars and retreats for a diverse range of organisational leaders; the other an academic and leader in a university who has a practical and theoretical interest in contemplative forms of Christian spirituality applied to leadership practice. 
In overview, it will be argued that contemplative leadership is characterised by the pursuit of truth with integrity and perseverance and will prioritize community over organization and relations over task. We acknowledge that ‘truth’ is a contested term but it is not our intention to propose the significance of any ‘grand truth’ in leadership but rather to work with a pragmatic notion of ‘personal truth’, which is significant for the individual leader in the present moment (see Simpson and French, 2006).  An influence upon our stance in this regard is the eminent British psychoanalyst Wilfred Bion (French and Simpson, 2001; Simpson and French, 2005) whose underlying assumption in his clinical practice was that ‘the mind grows through exposure to truth’ (Symington and Symington 1996, p.3). By growth of mind, he meant the ability to act more consistently and rigorously in relation to truth. 
This ability is of relevance to our purposes here because it relates to our working definition of integrity. It can be argued that some of the recent interest in workplace spirituality can be linked to declining public confidence in the integrity of political and organisational leadership, somewhat precipitated in recent years by several widely reported corporate scandals (for example, see Stein, 2007). Is it possible that leaders with a contemplative practice may contribute to encouraging a rekindling of public confidence? 

This paper begins with a discussion of the purposes of leadership and the potential influence of a contemplative practice. This is followed by a review of the contrast between the contemplative and active lives, traditionally the vita contemplativa and the vita activa. The subsequent exploration of the potential role of contemplation in leadership practice addresses the challenge of working with the contradictory requirements for busy-ness and ‘decisive action’ on the one hand and quietness and ‘receptive inaction’ on the other. We then contrast the modern conception of ‘values based leadership’ with the place in leadership of the ‘virtues’ that were related to contemplative practice in ancient philosophy and early monastic spirituality. As a particular example, we consider the virtue of discernment and its implications for leadership practice.  

LEADERSHIP AND PURPOSE
The fifth century Christian monastic writer Cassian records Abba Moses, one of the early Desert Fathers, as contrasting the purposes of the business leader and the contemplative:

All arts and sciences have some immediate goal or destination (scopos); and also an ultimate aim, a telos… Merchants are not afraid of storm and tempest because they are carried onward by the hope of gain… The ultimate goal of [the contemplative] life is the… kingdom of heaven. The immediate aim is purity of heart. (Chadwick, 1958, pp 195-197)
In this paper we are exploring the possible links between these two realms. To a large degree our interest is not merely in the links between them, but also the nature of the ‘mixed life’, where the active and the contemplative are both present. 

The immediate goal of the leader is to contend effectively with the challenges (‘storm and tempest’) of work; the ultimate aim is to achieve that for which the organisation has been established (providing a public service, increasing shareholder wealth, etc.). The goal and aim are understood primarily as tasks. In contrast, the aim and goal of the contemplative is relational. We arrive at this conclusion because the ‘Kingdom of Heaven’ refers to a state of perfect relationship, as exists between the three persons of the trinity, Father, Son and Holy Spirit. The Christian Gospel is concerned with repairing broken relationships, first between God and human beings and second between human beings themselves.
For our purposes, we can usefully summarise a focus upon task as the domain of organisations, and a focus upon relations as the domain of community. In recent years there has been some interest in the relevance of notions of community in organisations, for example in the literature on communities of practice (Wenger, 1999). Our exploration of this combination of contemplation and leadership requires us to reflect upon the relationship between community and organisation. We would summarise the prevailing position within our culture as giving primacy to organisation (task goals and aim), with attention to community (relational goals and aim) as a secondary and supporting consideration. Contemplative leadership reverses these priorities.
A similar motive appears to drive the work of Senge et al (2004), who argue for the need for leadership with integrity that involves ‘becoming a human being’ (p.177) and for a shift in our sense of purpose that involves ‘opening to a larger self and to a larger purpose’. They argue that this arises from a growing awareness of self as connected to, not separate from, the ‘whole’. Whilst drawing upon Senge’s earlier work on holistic thinking underpinned by the theory of complex systems (Senge, 1990), they explicitly suggest that the development of holistic thinking can be achieved through spiritual disciplines. 

If individuals are put into a system that constrains their behaviour (for a simple illustration of this principle, see Simpson, 2000), they begin to ‘act out’ the characteristics of the system. Senge et al are seeking to develop ways in which leadership and organisation may move beyond such constraints. Contemplation is based upon practices that strip away externals and ‘free’ the individual of these constraints. For some this process of ‘letting go’ is disturbing and not without difficulty. However, Merton (1997/1958) offers some insight into its potential significance. He argues that, 

“…since faith is a matter of freedom and self-determination – the free receiving of a freely given gift of grace – we cannot assent to a spiritual message as long as our minds and hearts are enslaved by automatism. We will always remain so enslaved as long as we are submerged in a mass of other automatons, without individuality and without our rightful integrity as persons.” (p.14)

Contemplative leadership offers a contrast to this prevailing mentality within organizations. Merton suggests that to be ‘a person’ implies responsibility and freedom and these require “interior solitude, a sense of personal integrity, a sense of one’s own reality and of one’s ability to give oneself to society” (p.13). These, however, are constantly challenged and frequently forced out by the relentless attack upon and by each of us because of our imprisonment within mechanistic views of organizations. Contemplative practice may contribute to this by shifting our sense of purpose from the local to the holistic, to include the immediate demands of organisational tasks within the wider social and spiritual purposes of community.
VITA CONTEMPLATIVA AND VITA ACTIVA
Contemplation involves the passive reception of knowledge, becoming still and being open to perception – with characteristics of quietness, waiting, patience and listening. This involves openness not merely to sensual impressions but also to invisible, sometimes spiritual, perception. We distinguish contemplation from reflection, which has a discursive, active, quality. When we use the term contemplation, we are not referring to a simple thoughtfulness, whereby existing ideas are considered more deeply. Whilst this may be an important and related activity for the leader, in using the term ‘contemplative’ we are alluding to one of the two ways that, since antiquity, philosophers have argued human beings may acquire knowledge. 

In many ways, the requirement to consider a contemplative dimension to leadership is brought about by the dominance of the ‘active life’ in modern thinking and practice. Brient (2001) argues that there has been a fundamental change in mentality in this regard since the Middle Ages: 

In this transition human self-understanding gradually shifted from that of

the spectators and admirers of divine creation to that of (as Descartes put

it) ‘lords and masters of nature’. If knowledge of the world is gained

passively by contemplation in the Middle Ages – spelled out in terms of

either divine illumination or abstraction from sense perception – it is won

through active reconstruction in the modern age. (p.20)

Brient suggests that this shift has been characterised by a movement from the ‘blissful repose of the vita contemplativa to that of the laborious reconstruction of the vita activa’ (p.24). Whilst this cannot be read too simplistically, a similar thesis is proposed by Pieper (1999/1952) in his famous essay on ‘Leisure’. Brient argues that following the Middle Ages, theoria changed in meaning from the contemplation of truth to become the modern scientific notion of hypothesis, to be tested through empirical experimentation and applied for the betterment of humankind. This process of self-assertion, as humans are no longer at the mercy of the gods, led to the emergence of a culture dominated by the work ethic and at odds with the receptive ethic of leisure and contemplation. 
Brient’s critique of this movement focuses on the difficulty of establishing an ethical framework to guide human action and judgement, which previously had been provided by simplex intuitus veritatis, the simple intuition of truth. The utilitarianism that characterises the vita activa struggles to find any basis for final judgement, because any ‘end’ merely becomes a ‘means’ in another utilitarian endeavour and so, if pursued through successive iterations, meaning eventually becomes meaninglessness. Brient concludes that humans have a need for a ‘governing principle’ (logos) through which human conceptualisation (hypothesis) can remain connected and therefore meaningful. She argues that such a principle will always ‘remain an act of faith’. Whilst not going so far as to explicitly state the need to resurrect the vita contemplativa, the implication is clearly there.
Pieper is more direct in his critique of a ‘culture of work’ and calls for the re-establishment of a ‘culture of leisure’. By this he is promoting a return to the Aristotelian notion of leisure and not what Sperry (2001) has referred to as ‘alienated leisure’, which involves an absence of a requirement for productive work but is importantly also characterised by a lack of self-giving:
alienation is a condition wherein a person is not able to offer “the free gift of self”, he is alienated from his own true self by a lack of self-possession, and from the community as a whole by a refusal of participation (p.9)

For Pieper leisure and contemplation are intimately linked. He contrasts work, the laborious construction of reality, with leisure, which is understood as a receptive attitude of mind, an acceptance that embraces creation and one’s place within it. The tone of such leisure is celebratory, concerned not with what one has done or not done but in who and that one is. He suggests that the modern world has lost the capacity to engage in life in this way and argues that the contemplative practice of leisure requires a largely forgotten form of understanding: 

The Middle Ages drew a distinction between the understanding as ratio and the understanding as intellectus. Ratio is the power of discursive, logical thought, of searching and of examination, of abstraction, of definition and drawing conclusions. Intellectus, on the other hand, is the name for the understanding in so far as it is the capacity of simplex intuitus, of that simple vision to which truth offers itself like a landscape to the eye. The faculty of mind, man’s knowledge, is both these things in one, according to antiquity and the Middle Ages, simultaneously ratio and intellectus; and the process of knowing is the action of the two together. The mode of discursive thought is accompanied and impregnated by an effortless awareness, the contemplative vision of the intellectus, which is not active but passive, or rather receptive, the activity of the soul in which it conceives that which it sees. (p.9)
The practice of contemplative leadership does not require the abandonment of modernity, with its focus upon work and all of the benefits that this has brought to society, but it does suggest a return to a mentality that is both ratio and intellectus, acknowledging our need for both reason and receptiveness, the vita activa and the vita contemplativa. 

THE NATURE OF CONTEMPLATIVE LEADERSHIP

Modern philosophy and our experience of recent centuries may leave us with a more circumspect attitude towards notions of truth, particularly concerning the ability to know truth in an absolute sense. However, a faith in truth, in a governing principle of some kind, does encourage its pursuit. It is this pursuit that may characterise leadership that is contemplative.
Not only do we acknowledge the difficulties involved in placing any notion of ‘truth’ at the centre of an argument but we also recognise the difficulties of combining the ‘active life’ and the ‘contemplative life’ - traditionally the ‘mixed life’. To an extent this is a creative tension but it is also a source of genuine difficulty. In relation to contemplation those living the active life will inevitably not have the luxury of time afforded the pure contemplative. For example, in this regard, Butler (1960/1922) suggests:

The case of St Gregory comes naturally to mind. His laments are well known, that by becoming Pope he had lost the gift of contemplation which he had enjoyed in the monastery, because of the troubles, anxieties, responsibilities and constant flood of distractive business inherent in the Papacy. (p.39)

In relation to the active life, we have already argued that the contemplative dimension conflicts with this dominant mindset and consequently may create difficulties. For example, one of the characteristics of contemplation is an engagement through faith with ‘not knowing’ in the pursuit of truth, such that one may be, as Keats (1970, p.43) suggested in the idea of ‘negative capability’, ‘capable of being in uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact & reason’ (see Simpson, French and Harvey, 2002). The contemplative leader may not only be capable of this, but may also find it impossible, in the pursuit of truth, to pretend anything different. In contrast, one manifestation of the ‘work culture’ is an expectation that leaders will be decisive, strong and knowing. For example, a senior figure in the UK civil service, experienced in the ways of Whitehall politics, was exploring the perceived failures of a decade of attempts to bring about organisational culture change. His question to the assembled senior managers and consultants concerning this deeply complex challenge was “What should we do?” When informed that there was no guaranteed strategy for achieving this, his response was somewhat predictable: “That’s no good to me. I need an answer.” 
Whilst we acknowledge and seek to actively surface the pragmatic difficulties of contemplative leadership, this essay also seeks to challenge, with Pieper, the prevailing mindset that is at the root of many of these difficulties. Not least, the tendency to prioritise work above all else with a crude utilitarianism that limits our humanity. This is in evidence in this small view into the UK civil service, in which we see a suffocating restriction upon any thought or action that is not demonstrably leading to ‘answers’. Such a state of affairs has the inevitable consequence of precipitating a lack of integrity in our leaders, with an almost irresistible pressure to accede to ‘answers’ that they know are likely to be ineffectual. At least a part of our interest in the possibilities of contemplative leadership is that it may contribute to organisational practices that reflect and support our humanity in its fullest, unlimited, sense. In this regard the contemplative leader may be prepared to fight for what is believed to be right, even if there is little chance of winning. 
Busyness and Negative Capability

The vita activa without the vita contemplativa can lack balance, and the utilitarian impetus for work can enter a spiral of intensity generated by the pursuit of meaning, which as we argued above is unachievable without some form of governing principle. Isabel Lopez (2000) suggests that
Busyness can blind us to what is important; wisdom can help us keep our purpose in sight. When we lose perspective, we may try to exert control over what is less important. The uncovering of purpose is not a small undertaking. Our purpose is often hidden by our activity, our human needs, our fears, the demands on our time, our lack of reflection, and our desire to avoid examining our lives and beliefs. Our minds guide our activity, but using only our minds can lead us into self-absorption and justification of wrong decisions and choices. Only when our minds are guided by our hearts and spirits do we question the rightness of our activities. (p. 84)
We used above the term ‘negative capability’ to refer to that characteristic of the vita contemplativa, which involves ‘receptive inaction’, even in the face of a difficult situation where there is pressure for ‘decisive action’. Lopez suggests that determining the ‘rightness of our activities’, the pursuit of truth, is often curtailed through busyness. We can become blind and lose our sense of purpose. In coining the phrase ‘negative capability’ Keats was describing the place of contemplation in literature, writing with a connectedness that arises from a receptive gaze. In a similar way, the leader needs at times to adopt a contemplative stance, to reconnect with the governing principle that makes determining a sense of purpose possible. 
Lopez describes the potential of drawing the contemplative and relational into the domain of the active, enabling a deeper inquiry into our sense of purpose. For example, in St. Benedict’s monasteries his purpose was the contemplative goal of purity of heart, with the aim of the establishing the kingdom of heaven – focused on the repair of relations between the Brothers and their place as sons of God. De Waal (1996) summarises this as follows:
“The running of the institution is about people, its purpose is the formation of sons, and while [St. Benedict] would no doubt approve the idea of business management today it would alarm him if its aims had ceased to reflect his holistic vision.” (p.119, italics added)

Contemplation encourages a leadership purpose that is fundamentally relational. This is the foundation of the ‘organisation’ that Benedict was seeking to build. In fact, it is perhaps helpful to clarify this argument by suggesting that Benedict was not seeking to build an organisation at all – he was looking to support a community. In order to survive and flourish, the community needed to undertake various tasks. The ‘organisation’ is formed from the community in order to serve the needs of the community. Thus, the leader’s purpose is primarily relational, for an on behalf of the community, and only secondarily are the leader’s purposes task-related.
It might be argued that there are various ‘people first’ initiatives within organisations that address this issue, with the argument made that this is the way to achieve better results. However, this utilitarian argument distinguishes it from Benedict’s purpose, relegating people to become merely a means to an end, which reduces their personhood limiting them to being merely parts in an organisational machine.
This is not to say that a contemplative practice and a focus on relational purposes is a straightforward remedy to the problems of ‘busyness’. St Benedict was all too aware of the practical difficulties and had some specific words of advice for the leaders of his monasteries, warning that the role is such that one may never be at rest. In this regard, he encourages the Abbot to 

[bear] in mind the discretion of Holy Jacob, who said; ‘If I drive my flocks too hard they will all die in a single day’. Therefore, drawing on this and other examples of discretion, the mother of virtues, he must so arrange everything that the strong have something to yearn for and the weak nothing to run from.” (Rule of St Benedict 64:18-19, translated by Fry, 1986)
Early Christian monastic spirituality was strongly influenced by Aristotle’s philosophy, and Benedict’s was no exception. The link between contemplation and the cardinal virtues, of discretion
, justice, courage and moderateness pervade the Rule of St Benedict and it is possible to see how they might underpin the practice of contemplative leadership. 
Values and Virtue
There is a growing literature exploring the links between leadership and spirituality and Dent et al (2005) suggest that, 

… promising new areas of research have emerged that recognise leadership as the manifestation of a leader’s spiritual core..., leadership as a collective phenomenon…, and leadership as concerned with individual’s thinking, inquiring, perceiving, valuing and acting in a community rather than in an individual context…

Mirvis (1997) draws attention to the importance of ‘leading from within’ (p. 198), which arises from finding a sense of meaning that has a mobilising effect upon the individual. A number of authors have suggested possible links between spirituality and organisational leadership (Fairholm, 1996; Strack et al, 2002). Some of this literature suggests, like Mirvis, that we find a link between spirituality and leadership in the experience of a deeper meaning in life, which mobilises and engages the self and in turn has the potential to mobilise and engage others. This resonates with the literature on values-based leadership (Bass and Avolio, 1994; Fry, 2003; Shamir et al, 1993, Vaill, 1998), which offers a non-religious conception of spirituality as values form the basis of a connectedness between leaders and followers. It is argued that if others experience the leader’s values as able to stand up to scrutiny then there is the potential for a deeper level of connection. 

There is no doubt that this literature relates closely to the subject of this paper. For example, contemplative practice, in leading to greater insight into the truth about ourselves, can contribute to finding a ‘sense of meaning’. However, it is important that we draw a distinction between virtues and values and in so doing clarify the difference between contemplative leadership and values based leadership. Again, the difference relates to the contrast between the vita contemplativa and the vita activa. Values are a particular expression of the meanings that are held by the individual and these relate to activity in the sense articulated so succinctly in Silverman’s (1970) dictum: ‘Action arises out of meaning’. Values based leadership is concerned with the mobilising effect upon the individual. In contrast, virtue is concerned with the moral good, with the nature of the agent and only indirectly with the actions of the agent. Virtue is thus concerned with what the individual is. In the vita contemplativa the contemplation of truth leads to virtue – not through what the individual does but through what the individual becomes. The link with action in relation to virtue is in the belief that if a person has the right disposition to act then they will always make, or try to make, the right decision. Seen in this light, again we may understand a focus upon values as essentially utilitarian, concerned with the achievement of valued ends, whereas a focus upon virtue through contemplation is concerned with the disposition of the leader as an end in itself. 
Discernment and Leadership

Underpinning the practice of contemplation is the faith that virtues may be ‘received’ through the intellectus, the capacity for understanding gained through simplex intuitus, a direct intuition of the governing principle. However, it is also recognised that the virtues may be taught and learned. The relationship between the contemplative and the reflective involves, as Bion believed, a growth of mind that develops the ability to act more consistently and rigorously in relation to truth. 

In this sense, the virtue of discernment, which we will focus on for illustrative purposes, is a process which is experiential and deductive rather than a science; it is practical wisdom. Wolters (1980) suggests the following concerning this virtue of discernment (here referred to as discretion): 
The word suggests caution rather than excitement, a noetic rather than heroic quality. It is the power that discriminates, the insight that comes from experience, the balanced judgement that can decide swiftly and surely, the moderation and perspicacity distinguishing true wisdom from mere common sense… It has further the characteristic of being concerned with the rightness of things, unlike superficially similar gifts, such as sympathy or tact, which can sometimes suppress truth in the interest of avoiding unpleasantness. (p.xi-xii, italics added)

For example, in the Rule of St Benedict, Chapter 3 ‘On calling the brethren to council’ the Abbot is encouraged to conduct a consultation to discern the will of God. In a manner reminiscent of the practice of dialogue, popular in the organisational learning literature (Isaacs, 1993), the Abbot is encouraged to listen to the community, particularly the youngest through whom, it is suggested, God will often speak. Also similar to the principles of dialogue, the monks are required to speak with humility and not defend their views obstinately: to suspend their assumptions, as it were. The receptive contemplative stance is expected at a cultural level, not merely in the practice of the leader. The practice of discernment is characterised more by listening than by debate in the pursuit of truth – in this context, in the pursuit of the ‘will of God’ for a particular situation. 
The relevance for leadership practice more generally (for other contexts and different governing principles) can be appreciated when these principles of contemplative practice in discernment are summarised by Carron (1996) as
· figuring out what is going on

· the quality of being able to grasp and comprehend what is obscure

· revealing insight and understanding

· the ability to separate and distinguish between

· a process of seeing small signs and indices which point to a larger form

The principle of encouraging ‘collective’ or ‘group’ discernment will contribute not only to increasing access to a richer source of insight from a contemplative community but also to developing commitment to the decision making process. In relation to the leader’s purpose of developing others, such a process is also educational and affirming. 

Contemplative practice, and difficult problems 

The importance of the virtues become even more apparent when one reflects upon the importance of the leader’s role at times of crisis and difficulty. St Benedict does not require the Abbot to consult the community on all decisions – only on important business and what might be considered difficult issues. A significant challenge of leadership is in facing problems that have significant ramifications but whose solution or resolution is unknown. 
In contemporary, utilitarian, views of leadership ,decision making is firmly rooted in the ratio whilst the intellectus aspect has been overlooked. However, it is the capacity of the contemplative to face the unknown, to be in a state of uncertainty and doubt without an irritable reaching after fact and reason. It is in this sense that contemplative practice can contribute to working on difficult or ‘wicked’ problems (Eggert, 1998). 
It is characteristic of many contemplative traditions that enlightenment can be achieved via an intuition of truth. However, whilst an argument can be made that contemplative practice may illuminate a route to solving a problem, it is also important to recognise its role in relation to problems that resist solution. The passive intellectus, the ability to be receptive, can provide a basis on which intractable problems may be faced constructively. The particular challenge is the experience of contradiction that arises when faced with uncertainty combined with a pressure to act. The leader experiences being pulled in opposing directions and is stressed by these tensions. Merton (1997/1958), a contemplative, describes the importance of intellectus in such circumstances in contrast to the analytical understanding of ratio. He suggests the importance of
…living in a silence which so reconciles the contradictions within us that, although they remain within us, they cease to be a problem.

Contradictions have always existed in the soul of man. But it is only when we prefer analysis to silence that they become a constant and insoluble problem. We are not meant to resolve all contradictions but to live with them and rise above them… In silence and hope are formed the strength of the Saints (Isa. 30:15). (p.82-3)

This characteristic of the vita contemplativa, and of the understanding of intellectus, may be an essential part of the development of the leader who wishes to retain integrity. Not all problems can be resolved. The contemplation of truth does not guarantee a full and rational understanding of all problems. Merton, whose faith in God as the governing principle, even suggests that ‘we are not meant to resolve all contradictions’, perhaps hinting at the spiritual value of suffering and acceptance. However, even without such religious motivations those with a faith in the governing principle of universal laws of nature will recognise through experience that the deeper truths of complexity are not easily obtained, and there is a requirement to learn to tolerate constructively an inability to find answers to many of the important challenges that are faced. 

Such circumstances require other virtues, not least courage, in the leader. In fact, even where the leader is able to discern a solution, courage may be required where the decision does not meet the favour of powerful others. It is in such situations that leadership can be a lonely pursuit. 

With direct relevance for our consideration of leadership, Merton suggests that suffering and despair are likely to be a feature of the experience of the contemplative. Drawing on the image of the Desert Fathers, who withdrew from city life to the austerity of life in the desert in order to seek truth, he helpfully shatters any cosy notions of the contemplative life. If the challenge of the contemplative leader is to engage with truth, then it does not require great insight to realise that there will be times when the fractured, ailing reality of our personal and communal lives will be the source of despair and this is the contemplative leader’s desert:
The desert is the home of despair. And despair, now, is everywhere. Let us not think that our interior solitude consists in the acceptance of defeat. We cannot escape anything by consenting tacitly to be defeated. Despair is an abyss without bottom. Do not think to close it by consenting to it and trying to forget you have consented. This, then, is our desert: to live facing despair, but not to consent. To trample it down under hope in the cross. To wage war against despair unceasingly. That war is our wilderness. If we wage it courageously, we will find Christ at our side. If we cannot face it, we will never find him. (p.22)
Sometimes, in the face of an awful truth, the contemplative leader is confronted by helplessness in the face of need and an inability to make a meaningful difference. When the contemplative leader does face despair – which may occur in both contemplation and leadership ambition –the vita contemplativa combined with the vita activa may help to make it possible to ‘not consent’ and to persevere with integrity.
CONCLUDING REMARKS

In this paper we have argued that leadership involves engaging with change, which is to recognise and work with the uncertain and the unknown. However, the leader is also expected to be one who knows, the ‘special one’ who can provide the certainty to those who hope to follow a prescient guide. We have suggested that the contemplative leader may engage with this paradox of knowing and unknowing through a combination of the vita activa and the vita contemplativa. 
This act of holding together both the active and the contemplative is how the ancients understood mind, in its two faculties – ratio and intellectus. However, as a culture we have tended to let go of an appreciation of the latter, depending upon reason and argument for our certainty. This has allowed us to forget our vulnerability and dependence, asserting ourselves within the world, believing that there is nothing that we cannot achieve if only we apply ourselves with sufficient vigour and dedication. However, at certain times and for certain people, this disconnection from the truth of the human condition creates an untenable position. In this place is despair and ratio provides no answer. It is through the intellectus that we may be able to face despair and not consent.
Contemplation is the pursuit of truth, not through reason but through a receptive attitude. This does not generate knowledge in the modern scientific sense. However, it does open the mind of the leader to an awareness of the relations that exist, the wider community of which we and our organisations are a part. A culture of work devoid of the vita contemplativa can de-sensitise us to the deep and personal truths of our lives. 
There are some who fear that contemplation involves a retreat into oneself and a distancing from reality. We have argued that the opposite is the case and that true contemplation is characterised by an opening up to the world and, following Pieper, is a celebration of one’s place in relation to others and to creation. Johnston (1974), in his reflections on the Cloud of Unknowing, a classic Christian contemplative text, argues,
With the realisation that Christ is co-extensive with the universe, a whole cosmic and social dimension enters into contemplation. Christian mysticism can never be a selfish pre-occupation with one’s little ego; it must be an opening to other people and to the universe. (p.xxiv)
The nature and purpose of organization is set in context by the manner in which the receptive, contemplative gaze, if taken far enough, becomes openness to all. The contemplative challenges an obsession with work, and yet it is so much more than mere non-work. To be contemplative is to find meaning in existence without having to justify that existence in terms of performance or results. For the leader, this encourages a focus upon people, individually and in community, as they are in themselves, remembering that life can be a celebration of giving to self and other. 
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� Discretion, prudence, discernment and Aristotle’s phronesis, ‘practical wisdom’, are taken here to be synonymous.





