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UN Commission on global 
governance 

• The world needs a sustainable type of 
leadership… a leadership that looks 
forward and does not only react, that is 
inspired, not only functional, that accounts 
for consequences in the long term …, 
leaders who can be trusted and behave 
like good stewards. The world needs 
leaders empowered by a vision” 



Leadership requires more than 
business ethics 

• Business ethics has great merits and has 
become part of compliance strategies and 
reputation management (CSR, Triple 
bottom line of people, planet en profit) 

• Business ethics concentrates mainly on 
management 

 



True leadership requires more than 
management   

Discerning between “doing things right” 
(compliance) and “doing the right thing” 
requires not only “know how” (managerial 
competence and moral reasoning) but 
“know why”: discerning between 
fundamental ends and instrumental 
targets. 

That requires spiritual competence  

  

 



Leadership requires inspiration  

• Today the crucial question is not only 
‘what should we do’, but: how do we give 
meaning to work. The problem today is 
suffering from a lack of meaning: too 
many organisation have become 
‘aircondioned nightmares’  where people 
are reduced to instrumental functions (see 
Chris Lowney, “Heroic Leadership”) 



Two parts 

• What enables managers to become 
inspiring leaders who are capable of 
shaping meaningful organizations, where 
the creation of wealth is not a the expense 
of human flourishing.  

• What is the source of the courage to ‘do 
the right thing’? This is a matter of 
spirituality and discernment 

 



Part one: inspired leadership  

• Why is there such a lack of inspiration? 

• The rediscovery of language 2: story and 
metaphor 

 



Professional language 

• Humans are language animals: we give 
meaning to life and work via language 

• Professional language functions as a 
discourse: this is useful, but also excludes 
relevant interpretations of reality 

• Via stereotyped phrases we try to protect 
our place in the system, but instead of 
guaranteeing life, we place it under a sort 
of anesthesia” (Hannah Arendt) 

 

 



Examples 

• The fetichism of the figures (“only 
measuring is knowing”) 

• Vocabulary: workforce (not ‘co-workers’), 
human resources, students/patients as 
‘clients’ or ‘customers’ 

• Seeing people merely through the gaze of 
systems  (‘institionalized distrust’) 



Problem: not only 
interpretation, but manipulation 

Herman Hesse in ‘the Wolf of the 
wasteland’: a narrow interpretation of the 
garden leads to the destruction of the 
beauty of the garden (=metaphor for 
management) 

Dostojevski and the story of the great 
inquisitor: image of the leader who 
anxiously tries to keep everything under 
contol: creating a world of institutionalized 
distrust 

 



Remedy: thinking out of the box 

• Plato and the story of the cave dwellers: 
when people stick to their narrow 
interpretation of reality, there is no 
leadership possible 

• Einstein: we cannot resolve our problems 
with the thinking that caused the 
problems 



Metaphors 
stories 
wisdom 

imagination 
UNDERSTANDING 

Facts 
output 
impact 
data 

results 
figures 
utility 

KNOWLEDGE 
 
 
 



Learning language 2: a new 
world of meaning 

• “The most important change people can 
make is to change their way of looking at 
the world. We can change studies, jobs, 
neighbourhoods, even countries and 
continents an still remain as we always 
were. But change our fundamental angle 
of vision and everything changes…” 
(World Governance Report) 



Metaphors and stories 

« abstract ideas and figures dwell around in 
the heads of people till they land in a 
story » 

• Conclusion by some leadership experts: a 
leader must tell stories and stories must 
be told about him or her 

• My contention: a leader need stories 
which are different from his/her usual way 
of thinking = « para-doxical curiosity » 

 



How metaphors and stories 
broaden en deeping the leader’s 
mind 
• Seeing beyond the superficial appearance 

the deeper aspects of reality 
(Hopkins:  ’the deerest freshness 
deepdown things’) 

• Theory U: pre-sensing: seeing in the 
present the possibilities for the emergence 
of a new future = the capacity to innovate 



Learning from the Christian 
story 

• The loving gaze: only people who feel 
respected and trusted will be energized 
(remedy against a culture of distrust) 

• Story of Macarius and the Pony (Thomas 
Merton 



Warning: not either or 

• We need the two languages together: 
professional as well as poetic 

• Example: groundbreaking scientific 
developments 

• A genuine leader = a cathedral builder: he 
enalbles  people to see that their work is 
part of something greater than realising 
self-interest 



Part 2: Spirituality and the 
courage to do the right thing 

• Spirituality is not an escape from reality, 
but re-connecting (re-ligare) 

 



Diagnosis  

• Our time is characterized by work-a-
holism as a consequence of a lack of 
interior life: the self has become empty 
and people try to escape the inner 
emptiness by work and conquest. Result: 
restlessness, a too busy agenda and 
overhasted decisions.  

• Acting in order to please the other/the 
system = dependency not leadership 

 



First step: contemplation 

• Mindfulness: mild attention; looking at reality as 
it is (and as different from the blueprints, 
managerial theories or control systems).   

• Listening (obedience = listening): narcistic 
leaders don’t listen, hence they don’t learn; 
listening leads to a sense of belonging 

• Opening oneself for the unexpected and 
unplanned: letting go of the tendency too keep 
the future absoulutely under control (= together 
with the lack of inspiration the the greatest 
obstacle againt innovation).  



Second step: discernment and 
contemplation in action 
(Lowney)  
• Courageous self assessment: knowing 

strenghts and weaknesses  

• Contemplation in action: concentration on 
the fundamental end and discerning 
between the fundamental and the trivial 
(André Delbecq): beyond the tyranny of 
the targets;  

• Magis: do what you can in order to realise 
the fundamental end: readiness to take 
risks 

 



Third step: meditation 

• Emptying ourselves from false images of 
the self (against self-deification, problem 
of the empty gown or uniform) 

• Confrontation with our own vulnerability 
and darkness (against perfectionism) 

• Receptivity: inner strength through 
passivity (Edith Stein) 



The crucial experience: trust  

• The courage to be: accepting to be accepted leads to 
inner peace 

• This has three consequences 

• 1/It makes an end to a dependency behaviour 

• 2/ Paradox of meditation: via interior life we are more 
connected with the world outside us. The other becomes 
‘dear’ to me. 

• 3/ Towards a new culture of trust (cf. Chris Lowney, 
Heroic Leadeship: Good Practices from a 450 Years Old 
Company that Changed the World) 



Gandhi 
 

• One must “become the change that one 
desires to take place in the world” 

• We are not separated from the world we 
manage (cartesian fallacy), but we part of 
it and connected with the people we lead. 

 = From tansactional to tranformational 
leadership 

• From disconnected to connected 
leadership: human relations are part of 
business (cf. Caritas in veritate!) 

  



Last step: accepting resistance 

• Plato’s question: What will happen with 
the man who has seen the world in 
another light?  

• Resistance, suffering, being 
misunderstood 

• Patience: great leaders wait till the 
momentum has come (kairos versus 
chronos) 

Practical: how do leaders handle failures?  



Conclusion: leadership, the 
good company and human 
flourishing  
The good company: where leaders realize 

economic success on the basis of human 
flourishing 

“Taking oneself seriously (…). And this is 
also the work one can perform to one’s 
fellow men and women: driving them back 
time and again to themselves, restraining 
them in the flight from themselves, taking 
them by the hand and leading them back 
to their own sources” (Etty Hillesum) 


