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I would like to share a story with you to articulate my leadership philosophy.   It is a story 

of two servant-leaders in training – myself and an eighty-five-year old gentleman I will refer to 

as WK.  It is a story of wood-carving that contains metaphor for the life-long journey of growing 

as leaders, and as individuals.     It is a narration to provide a “real-life” example of what these 

past seventeen months in the ORGL program has revealed to, instilled within, and reinforced for 

me who I want to be as a leader going forward.   “Leadership is not an affair of the head.  It is an 

affair of the heart” (Kouzes & Posner, 2012, p. 345).    

WK and I met when I was given the opportunity to practice my most valued servant-

leadership characteristic – listening.   Each of the ten characteristics of servant-leadership are 

important to me:  Listening, empathy, healing, awareness, persuasion, conceptualization, 

foresight, stewardship, commitment to growth of people, and building community (Spears, No. 

5).   Each are not singular but connect and thread from one to another, like holding the space in 

empathy for another can foster increased mutual awareness which can beget collective healing.  

For me the needle that begins the stitching of all these is listening.    

Listening has been the building block for my areas of strength as feedback graciously 

indicated in my LPI - Enable Others to Act and Encourage the Heart.   Listening has also been 

the foundation for those areas I can move from sometimes to frequently with “takes initiative in 

experimenting” and “shows others how their interests can be realized”.    These areas of 

opportunity had beneath them a base layer with the words not certain of self etched in stone.   

This program would aid in rebuilding that crumbling layer of rock, but since this personal 

philosophy is about now and forward, I will not digress with focus on the many profound 

experiences that rebuilt the base of confidence on which I now find myself standing.  
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 Desiring to practice my life-long journey of growth in generative silence and generative 

listening skills, I was to meet with WK on behalf of a friend who enlisted me to write WK’s life 

story.   I was also meeting with WK in answer to what continues to call me in the emerging 

future of my leadership - to serve those who have a voice worthy of being listened to, but either 

aren’t being heard or don’t know how to find the words that can enable them to be heard.   This 

includes individuals aging and people journeying with a terminal illness, with dementia/ 

Alzheimer’s, with PTSD, and with grief.  

“Sincere listening is a creative and influential act that helps the listened to, and the 

listener, experience greater integrated wholeness” (Horsman, Chapter 6, p. 1).   I always feel I 

receive more than the story teller feels they are being given when I provide their written story.  

This feeling no different with WK.  As I hold up a mirror and hold out a hand for another to find 

their own humanness, I will continue to discover my own humanness (Ferch, Spears, McFarland, 

Carey, p. 106).  A reciprocal unending circle that creates “greater personal and collective human 

flourishing” (Horsman, Chapter 1, p. 1).   

Upon completion of the first draft of WK’s story, his feedback was two-fold.  One, he 

shared with me that he found it somewhat hard to read a story about himself that made him 

sound like “a king”; his humbleness as a servant-leader demonstrated equally to his gratitude for 

his story.  The second, with tears in his eyes that I was not meant to see, was his expressed wish 

that our visits would not end once his story was in final form.   WK was a recent widower.  

Because I had taken the time to listen, WK was finding in me someone with whom he enjoyed 

talking.  Our dialogue was filling his home with noise again.     

I could see WK’s tears because I recognized the tears he was striving to hide.  Because I 

once was seeking hope and faith in the painful ebbs of life, I hold compassion for those who seek 
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purpose in what they currently cannot explain.   Because I have experienced self-worthlessness, I 

empathize with others who are searching for self-worth.   Because I know the feeling that my 

voice is not worthy of being heard, I can hear the voices of others that are not able to find their 

own voice to speak.  And I know the transformational journey from a sense of loss to finding 

hope, faith, healing, purpose, and most of all love.  “As human beings we all have a need to be 

loved and we all have a need to love” (Ferch, Spears, McFarland, Carey, p. 180).  

 “The moral imperative in leadership and in relationship with others, whether its 

professionally or personally is to optimize their human being-ness, their sense of personhood” 

(Ferch, Spears, McFarland, Carey, p. 175).   “The second dimension of a complete life is concern 

for and identification with one’s fellowman.  The recognition of the oneness of humanity and the 

need of active brotherly concern for the welfare of others is the breadth of a man’s life” (King, 

p. 6).  My response to WK was to suggest I routinely come for visits to spend time watching WK 

while he worked on his wood-carving projects.  It would be reminiscent of spending time with 

my grandpa in his workshop when he was repairing a “project” my grandma had given him.  WK 

offered an alternative.  He would teach me how to make a wooden bowl.   I the student who had 

never worked with a lathe and special wood-carving tools would soon learn from a wise teacher 

how to turn a square block of wood into a work of art.     

With an open mind, open heart, and open will I began creating a wooden bowl.  With 

each turn of the lathe, my hand manually guided the cutting tool; as the natural grains of wood 

initially hidden began to appear, WK was teaching me through his failing physical eyesight how 

to see and see again and even more, how to feel the grains of wood becoming smoother.  It was 

like watching a maestro listening to the finest piece of classical music watching WK gently touch 

the bowl as it formed.   When my cutting tool nicked the bottom of the bowl, WK wisely said 
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you can’t hurt wood.  No matter what you do to it, it will remain beautiful.   I heard in his words, 

imperfect leadership is perfect.   When WK would gently guide me to slow down in my cutting 

and observe the bowl as it formed, I would affirm for myself that “life demands that I participate 

with things as they unfold, to expect to be surprised, to honor the mystery of it, and to see what 

emerges” (Wheatley, 2006, p. 153).   WK was also reminding me of what I can sometimes forget 

- it is not a rush to the destination.  “Be patient toward all that is unsolved in your heart and try to 

love the questions themselves like locked rooms and like books that are written in a very foreign 

tongue.  Do not seek the answers, which cannot be given you because you would not be able to 

live them.  And the point is, to live everything.  Live the questions now.  Perhaps you will then 

gradually without noticing it, live along some distant day into the answer” (Sparough, Manney, 

Hipskind, p. 21). 

A physical bowl was taking shape.   So was more.   “The most powerful form of 

leadership [we] can imagine – leading a suffering person back to life from a living death” (Ferch, 

pp. 123-124).    In our shared time, I was living an essence of who I am.  Modeled after an 

unknown author, I desire in my leadership to inspire people.  I want someone to look at me and 

say, ‘because of you I did not give up’.  Each time I gave WK a hug in gratitude for what he was 

teaching me, WK would softly say thank you for helping me feel excited about life again.  I 

would hold the space in silence as my inner whisper reminded me WK did not need me to offer 

words of wisdom about the grieving process.  “Greenleaf’s approach to listening was not about 

waiting for the moment to interject our wisdom, or solve a problem, but to expectantly and 

intentionally wait for insight, illumination and resolution to emerge from the other – as well as 

from within oneself” (Horsman, Chapter 6, p. 4).   I was staying conscious of not trying to fix the 

struggle that WK was going through, but instead accompany him on his healing journey.  
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“Accompaniment is the act of being with and doing with, rather than doing for…accompaniment 

is…about serving alongside them in a relationship of mutual reciprocity” (Armstrong, Spears, 

2017, no. 37).   

In that same reverently silent space I held for WK, he was in turn holding space for me to 

no longer have a voice of fear, cynicism or judgment that was feverishly trying to clamor up the 

U to B (emerging future) in what I would be “doing” as my vocation after the ORGL program.  

The more I let go in not knowing how to carve wood, the more possibilities I heard and the more 

I trusted in what additional shapes I could try to make.  Through our student-teacher sessions, I 

was embracing one of my other leadership truths.  Nothing is so strong as gentleness, and 

nothing is so gentle as real strength – Ralph W. Sockman    “What is it like to be strong?...You 

will be able to let all achievement come when it will and be what it will.  You will not 

press…You will be able to listen, really listen…You will put the steadying hand on the shoulder 

of the person in trouble and communicate something that words can’t tell.  You will convince by 

your presence.  Whatever you are, it will make a difference, just because you are there” (Frick, 

Spears, pp. 96-97).   

In the noise of the lathe, and our silence as we both watched this bowl take shape, I am 

reminded of the power of true authentic moves, being fully present, and how hearts can 

communicate volumes without words.  I am reminded of sacred exchange with another.  In the 

words of Raymond Reyes “the word communicate in many tribal languages means, something 

holy passes between us” (Ferch, Spears, McFarland, Carey, pp. 184-185).   I am reminded that 

listening begets learning which brings us back to listening again.  “Through learning we re-create 

ourselves.  Through learning we become able to do something we never were able to do.  
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Through learning we reperceive the world and our relationship to it.  Through learning we extend 

our capacity to create, to be part of the generative process of life” (Senge, p. 13)    
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