







Praise for The Zen Leader

“In a noisy world of leadership blogs, books, ideas, and prescriptions, Ginny Whitelaw’s The Zen Leader provides a calm and reassuring voice—telling us what is important about leadership and about ourselves. She distills leadership to its essence, and offers simple, easily understandable tools for any current or aspiring leader to understand, use, and build on his or her own natural gifts.”

—David Dotlich, chairman of Pivot and coauthor of Why CEOs Fail; Head, Heart and Guts; and other books on leadership

“The Zen Leader is within each of us if we just exercise our courage. The chapter entitled “From Controlling to Connecting” will change how you interact with others, and will enrich your life. You will see the vision of what you want our world to be and help strengthen the business connections we all need.”

—Blythe McGarvie, author of Shaking the Globe

“The Zen Leader invites us into exquisite territory, a province where awareness is as necessary as air. Providing the oxygen of hope and possibility, this book should be required reading for anyone who wants to be fully human, fully spirit, fully awake.”

—Dr. Gloria J. Burgess, best-selling author of Legacy Living and Dare to Wear Your Soul on the Outside

“Before you can effectively lead others, you must be able to control yourself first. Dr. Whitelaw invites us on a journey of self-discovery using easy-to-follow exercises. By learning to experience for yourself the power of a unified mind and body, you will begin to taste your full potential.”

—David Shaner, author of The Seven Arts of Change

“Ginny’s insight and tools, which she shares in The Zen Leader, have empowered our leadership teams to flip their way to more authentic, focused, and effective leadership. Today Big Thought can see farther, work smarter, and accomplish more toward our mission than we could ever have imagined!”

—Gigi Antoni, president/CEO, Big Thought

“The Zen Leader will make you ‘flip’ from the inside out! Use it to shift your mind-set, heart-set, and self-set into a new, authentic way of leading and living. The 10 ways to ‘flip’ into leading fearlessly are brilliant.”

—Kevin Cashman, senior partner, Korn/Ferry International, best-selling author of Leadership from the Inside Out

“In a world where leaders are under constant pressure to be faster, better, leaner, Whitelaw compassionately presses the pause button. The Zen Leader goes beyond the ‘why’ and ‘what’ of leadership, to the ‘how,’ showing us that moving from coping to transforming is as personal as it is professional. Today’s leaders must make the flip—and in doing so can open themselves, their teams, and their organizations to previously unimagined futures. As pragmatic as it is inspirational; an essential read for today’s leaders.”

—Suzanne Rotondo, executive director, Teleos Leadership Institute

“Most consultants write about what they know; only a select few can write well about what they live. Ginny lives the material in this book, and anyone fortunate enough to participate in one of her leadership workshops will find this book to be a stimulating reminder of the key lessons learned there. For those who haven’t participated in her workshops, this book will give a taste of what it looks and feels like to be a focused, grounded leader in an age of great speed and distraction. Highly recommended!”

—Eric Olson, PhD, Global Practice Managing Partner, Heidrick & Struggles

“The Zen Leader is an empowering guide for anyone in business or public service who wants to express an effective, inspired, full-bodied style of leadership that both engages humanity and preserves sanity.”

—Lisa Sarasohn, author of The Woman’s Belly Book

“This is a wonderful book—a great contribution to the field!”

—Dr. Stephen Rhinesmith, author of A Manager’s Guide to Globalization

“Timely and relevant, The Zen Leader suggests a profound shift in our thinking. Whitelaw’s paradigm shift transforms us from being proverbial hamsters in suits to actually thriving in the midst of chaos. This should be recommended reading for leaders in all categories!”

—Jane M. Stevenson, vice chairman, board & CEO services, Korn/Ferry International; author of Breaking Away

“Dr. Whitelaw brings together her experience as a PhD biophysicist, a leader at NASA, and a Zen Master to provide a unique and practical perspective to the juggling act called leadership. In The Zen Leader Dr. Ginny Whitelaw shares with readers her passion and commitment to supporting leaders in achieving a balance between their doing and their being. With a very practical approach she interweaves theories and techniques that combine the challenges and realities of leadership with an understanding of Buddhist principles that allow one to step back and contemplate and seek higher levels of consciousness and awareness. Her explanations and acknowledgment of our physical bodies and sensations as stress barometers is of particular interest as one of the many examples of simple indicators of imbalances and extremes.”

—Betty Shotton, CEO and founder of Liftoff Leadership, LLC, leadership speaker, and author of Liftoff Leadership

“…an incredible journey through soul-searching ideas, critical leadership issues, and practical exercises that embed the understanding and ability to make the flip at our very core. Fascinating!”

—Virginia McLaughlin, Oliver Wyman Leadership Development

“…craftsmanship of a high order. The writing is original, creative, penetrating, insightful, humane, and grounded in the body…it goes far beyond ordinary advice.”

—Gordon Greene, Roshi, Chozen-ji Wisconsin Betsuin
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Zen is to transcend life and death (all dualism),

to truly realize that the entire universe is the True Human Body

through the discipline of mind and body in oneness.

Miyomoto Niten (Musashi) called it Iwo no mi (body of a

huge boulder—

going through life rolling and turning like a huge boulder);

Yagyu Sekishusai named it Marobashi no michi (a bridge

like a round ball—

being in accord with the myriad changes of life).

Besides this actual realization, there is nothing else.

—from the Canon of Daihonzan Chozen-ji, Honolulu, Hawaii
Omori Sogen Rotaishi
October 1, 1979




Introduction

Reaching the Boiling Point

IT’S SUNDAY NIGHT, and I’m welcoming a group of high-potential leaders to a five-day executive leadership program. “How many of you seriously doubted that you had time to be here this week?” I ask. Every hand shoots into the air with a collective moan of acknowledgment. Any pause in the action and BlackBerrys pop from their holsters: scroll, scroll, check, scan, thumb, thumb a five-word response, hit Send, now back with you, didn’t miss a thing. As I get to know these leaders I learn what’s top of mind: Where are we going? How can this company expect me to keep doing more with less? Why didn’t I get the promotion I’d been promised? How much more of this can I take? These are incredibly talented leaders—consummate multitaskers—yet they would tell you that keeping up with the pace is a relentless challenge and, most of the time, they’re barely managing.

It’s a week later and I’m holding a coaching session with a recently promoted VP, one of the success stories of her company. “If there were two of me, I couldn’t get this job done,” she says, giving me a rapid-fire rundown of her reality. “I’m being asked to double the book of business, innovate new products, develop my people—and oh, by the way, cut 20 percent of them—build this global brand team with people I’ve never met, and let’s not forget the second job I go home to.” My pulse has picked up five beats a minute just listening to her. A picture flashes in my mind of those flat, little tile puzzles I used to play with as a child that had 16 spaces and 15 tiles, and the game was to rearrange them into a picture. Except hers was a 16-tile life—no space whatsoever, no way to move. This is success? I sense the wonderful discipline and drive for achievement that has brought this woman so far. And yet she’s now living a life that is more suffocating than rewarding. By her own account, she’s barely managing.

Examples such as these are neither isolated nor unusual, but rather a product of our times and our state of development colliding in a seemingly unsolvable tension to do more. Technology has supercharged the pace of life and business, as evident in how quickly news, products, and jobs move around the world, and in the high-frequency electronic messaging that has us, on average, parsing 176 e-mails a day1 —not to mention tweeting, streaming, and Linking In.

Moore’s Law tells us technology is capable of doubling its capacity every few years. We, too, are increasing our capacity, especially the most achievement-driven among us who tend to land in lives of leadership. We’re working faster, more efficiently, longer, and harder. All of which is reaching a boiling point evident in measures of workplace stress: 75 percent report their jobs are “very stressful”; 1 in 3 say that they’re heading for burnout;2 61 percent say heavy workload has a significant impact on stress level, with executives and managers having the most stressful jobs.3 The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics estimates job stress costs businesses more than $300 billion dollars a year.4 As one leader put it to me, “At first we responded to the pressure by working weekends. But what do you do when weekends are used up?” If speeding up is our answer, face it, we’ll never keep up with Moore’s Law.

For good reason: speed leads to more speed. As technologies accelerated the pace of business, for example, it was natural that leaders would speed up, maybe get a mobile device to read e-mails in the 13 seconds spent waiting for an elevator, and now—surprise!—everyone is doing the same thing, an order of magnitude more messages are flowing, and the cycle escalates. Businesses could use technology to replace customer service people with kiosks, setting new competitive standards that squeezed out entire industries, and now, even more has to be done with even less. Leaner, smarter, faster, cheaper have become common watchwords in the strategies of companies and the tactics of leaders.

As leaders, we might respond with one-minute management techniques, speedy tweets, and technology-turbocharged multitasking, which all work for a while, even as they thin out our life experience, as we flit from one thing to the next. What’s more, we become remarkably unconscious of the price we’re paying in attention span, health, relationships, and even intelligence. A study done at the Kings College of Psychiatry in London showed that when people multitasked, they firmly believed their performance wasn’t affected at all, while objective measures showed their effective IQ dropped 10 points!5

Yet like frogs in a pot of slowly heating water who never detect the trend and leap to safety, our tendency is to stay in the game, put up with the pressure, and find better ways to manage it. We try to manage our time, quiet our minds, control our tempers, dull the pressure with drink or drugs, escape from it temporarily on a trip or a weekend (still regularly checking our e-mail), and throw ourselves at it again on Monday morning. We might have even picked up The Zen Leader hoping it will show us how to be peaceful in all this churn. And in one sense, it will fulfill that promise. But if we take to this book as just another stress-reduction technique to cope with pressure, it will fail to serve us as fully as it could. Because if we’re just trying to manage the pressure, no matter how well we do it, as it heads toward the boiling point, we head toward trouble. Do we break down? Do we give up? Those may feel like the only choices, and surely many have made them.

Leaders for a Better World

But the life of leadership demands another choice. The Zen Leader opens up an entirely different possibility: to use the pressure, rather than be used by it. Yes, pressure can feel terrible. It is what “necessity” feels like, as in necessity being the mother of invention. You can bet that the first creatures to claw their way onto dry land weren’t finding the ocean to be a perfectly comfortable place to live. But the upside of pressure is that it can propel breakthrough development and leaps to new consciousness. Einstein once said, “We cannot solve problems at the same level we were at when we created them.” If our stage of development is not up to the challenges we have created, our only healthy alternative as leaders is to break free and flip to the next stage.

It is perhaps no accident that this pressure should show up heaviest on the shoulders of today’s leaders, for the very word leader suggests one who goes first. Leaders who can use this pressure to propel their development create a better world, or what Eckhart Tolle calls “a new earth.” They are leaders in whom a radically new consciousness begins to emerge—not all at once, but in waves of increasing effect and endurance—who lead beyond their own egos, who can attract the future with joy and enthusiasm, rather than exhausting themselves and their people. They are people who may not even consider themselves leaders, but through their authentic self-expression, they add value, create beauty, or set others free. They are those who have leapt from the proverbial frog’s pot, only to find that even this leap doesn’t “take” the first time it’s tried. Yet neither is this development one safe, plodding step after another. Rather it’s discontinuous, nonlinear, a phase shift from this to that, from not-seeing to seeing, from in-the-pot to free. Whereas this development may be supported by process and practice, it is not itself a process, but more of a radical reframing, an inversion: a flip. It is a flip that takes many forms; for example:

[image: images] from coping with pressure outside-in, to diving right in and transforming situations from the inside out.

[image: images] from exhausting oneself and others in the drive for results, to attracting the future and people who help create it.

[image: images] from being one’s personality—playing only to strengths—to seeing one’s personality and applying the right kind of energy to any situation.

These flips in consciousness are all grounded in the human body, where they manifest as various energy patterns, muscular tension, thoughts, emotions, body language, leadership presence, style, and behaviors. Each of these flips is an experience—not just a concept—and each flip unfolds more of the natural Zen leader in you.

In me? Yes. For here is the truth of it: The Zen leader is not some model “out there” for you to emulate. Rather, it is your own dynamic Being, leading beyond the ego, creatively adapting moment by moment—like a ball on fast-moving waters. To realize this leader, each chapter guides you through a flip that is both inwardly profound and outwardly practical. Not only will you find your energy and presence transformed by these flips, but the tools of leadership are transformed as well: how you set vision and strategy, create the future, develop and inspire others, and optimize hard choices. You’ll learn how to reframe problems into opportunities, shift victims into players, and turn pressure into progress. Far from barely managing, you’ll discover how to lead fearlessly, using joy and enthusiasm as your guides. If this sounds like some kind of nirvana, that’s no coincidence; these flips build on one another and lead to the ultimate inversion in consciousness—the final chapter— from delusion to awakening.

The pressure will not go away. But here is a way beyond giving up or giving in. Rather, give way and reveal the Zen leader in you. Do we ever need it!




1
From Coping to Transforming

“CALM UNDER PRESSURE.” “A quiet mind with wisdom.” “Peaceful, above it all.” These are the answers I’m hearing from a group of leaders who have joined me for a workshop on Zen and Leadership, after I’ve asked them to describe a “Zen leader.” They have come here for perhaps the same reasons you picked up this book: They want to be more successful in their work, happier in their lives, and more peaceful in themselves. Do I have something to give them—sort of the Zen equivalent to noise-canceling headphones—that will help them cope with their challenging days? No, this is not about coping. Will I help them rise above it all? No, this is not about becoming aloof. Will I give them anything?

“No,” I tell them, as I tell you: You already have everything you need. What I will help you do is clear out what you don’t need. Break free of the points where you’re stuck. See beyond what boxes you in. I will show you how to flip to new levels in your development where the untenable problems of the last level become as easy as child’s play. I call these “flips” because they invert ordinary ways of thinking, and radically reframe your sense of self and the world. These flips transform your leadership to truly serving others, and not your own needs for security, achievement, and so forth. Flip by flip, you unfold the dynamic, boundless capacity that is the Zen leader in you. Get out of your own way and what remains is—yes—calm, wise, and peaceful, and also agile, creative, and extremely powerful.

Are you in? That may seem like a rhetorical question, but it’s really at the heart of our first flip from coping to transforming, and the foundation of leadership. It’s a flip from standing on the sidelines to what Kevin Cashman calls “leading with character,”1 in which we fully enter the situation with the best we’ve got, transforming it as we add our value. It is a felt shift in the body from outside-in to inside-out, from putting up with forces or people “out there,” apart from ourselves, to diving right in, becoming a part of the chaotic dance, and extending our energy to create value. It is a flip from victim to player, from observer to participant.

This flip is the foundation of real leadership as we’ll use the term in this book. Borrowing from Cashman, we define leadership not as occupying an elevated slot on an organization chart, but as extending one’s authentic, transformative energy to create value for others. Whether at home or at work, even highly skilled leaders will recognize many times in which they cope, rather than transform. This chapter will help you recognize those coping minefields, and feel into the flip that is your own energy for transformation.

Not Just Words

“Okay, rest the blade of your hand on my shoulder,” I say to the student, facing her maybe a foot away. This isn’t a martial arts class, though I taught Aikido for many years. This is a leadership program in which I’m introducing a simple exercise—“unbendable arm”—that embodies the flip that is essential to Aikido, and also in moving from coping to transforming. I cup both of my hands over the crook of her arm and demonstrate that I mean to press down, bending the arm. “At first, just resist the pressure,” I tell her. Two arms against one, if we’re of reasonably the same size, eventually her arm gives way. “How did that feel?” I ask, and hear answers such as:

“Pretty awful.”

“Tense; wondering how much I could take.”

“Feeling like I lost.”

That’s what coping feels like: a sense that forces are bearing down on us. Even if we’re holding up for now, we’re struggling with the pressure, and what we’re doing can hardly be called leadership.

“Shake that out,” I tell her, and ask her to replace her hand in the same position. “But this time, don’t resist,” I say. “Instead, imagine a fire on that opposite wall and your arm is the firehose. Water—or energy—flows from your fingers. Or imagine your vision is on that wall and you are extending toward it.” To her amazement, she finds she is much stronger. “How did that feel?” I ask, and now hear things like:

“Effortless!”

“Stronger, more integrated.”

“I can’t believe it—what kind of trick is this?”

That’s what extending energy into a situation feels like, which is how we transform situations. That, we can rightfully call leadership.

This flip is so simple that my partner in the exercise I just described—and you, if you had a partner right now—could do it instantly, and yet it can be so subtle that we miss it. It is more than words, more tangible than a concept: it is a felt shift in the body from defensive resistance to relaxed extension. You can get a feel for it if you stubbornly fold your arms for moment and take on the most defensive, hunkered-down posture you can imagine. Now shake that out, extend a relaxed arm, palm up and open, and imagine a line of energy (or water, if you prefer) running through your arm and out your fingers. Comparing these two postures, notice which one feels more ready to listen, engage, or help another person.

Although not quite at these extremes, moment by moment, we do make a choice that favors either coping or transforming in our posture to the world.

The Coping Trap

I’m 14 years old, playing the old family piano. My 7-year-old brother has snuck up behind me and—gitch!—jabs me in the ribs. I freeze as every muscle contracts with being startled. This is my coping reaction, and, as you might imagine, the music gets pretty awful.

Fast-forward 20 years and I’m a shiny, up-and-coming manager on the Space Station Program at NASA, trying to influence the 20-year veteran in front of me to get his part of the communication system to work with the part I represent. “No, we can’t do that,” he says to my proposed interface. “Our design is fixed.” Mind you, these are early days in the design process; the station won’t fly for another 12 years. But his defenses are up, shields in place: “No, the answer is no,” he says. I had no idea how to influence him, and I recall the frustration to this day.

Whether a momentary startle or a long-term defense, coping is our way of registering a no vote: no, I don’t like this; no, I don’t want to do this; no, this isn’t really happening. Whining, worrying, complaining, defending, denying, resisting, tolerating, storming out, blowing up, folding our arms in defiance—coping takes many forms. It can be loud and dramatic or passively resistant. It can be justified—someone has just stolen our wallet, trashed our cherished project, or hired away our best employee—and we often take great pains to explain just how justified we are in our coping. Yet this mode is fundamentally defensive, reactive, and negatively tinged, as in, “How much of this can I take?” At its root is a simple protest: Something is happening to me and I don’t accept it.

Outside-in. That’s what we could call the energetic direction of this mode: a force out there is impinging on me in here, sticking me to the spot, or, as we say in Zen, “stopping the mind.” If you closely observe yourself or anyone in coping mode, you’ll see signs of this stopping or stuckness (try the Gotcha! exercise). Physically it might register as freezing—if only for a moment—or a tightly held posture, a frozen jaw, or repeating the same animated gestures again and again. In thought, it’s a storyline that keeps replaying, a neurotic loop—“…after all I’ve done for this company…”—that re-justifies itself. I’ve come to recognize mental replay as an early warning sign of coping mode. If that little voice in my head replays the same tape twice—as in why someone’s behavior has every right to anger me—I know I’m in coping mode.


Gotcha!

Imagine you’re in a play, asked to depict a character suddenly startled by very bad news. How do you show the audience you’re startled? What’s the first thing your body does? What’s your facial expression? What happens to your breath?

Now shake that out, rewind the play, and imagine your character is startled by news that turns out to be good. After your initial startle reaction, how do you show your transition to realizing the news is good?

You may notice that the startle reaction in both cases has a quality of frozenness, indicative of coping. When the news turns out to be good in the second case, notice how acceptance melts or relaxes the body. One’s sense of whether the news is good or bad can have a great deal to do with how quickly we move to acceptance—or whether we get there at all.



“Get over it,” we might say to shake ourselves out of coping mode. Or even more truthfully, “Get over yourself,” as we sense that coping has us stuck in a self that is small and out of sync with what’s going on. Coping pins us to a spot—however uncomfortable, at least we know where we stand. As we play out our various coping dramas—being overworked, underappreciated, double-crossed, undercut, cut off on the freeway—we increasingly identify with them (in other words, the ego identifies itself with the spot they stick us to), making them more likely to repeat again. Which is why, even though coping feels somewhere between neutral and awful, we do it so much. Even if it drastically limits our life, we’re still drawing a sense of identity from it, however twisted. A story I heard early in my coaching career illustrates this point.

I’m in a five-day leadership program with Gary, one of the handful of people with whom I’ll be having several one-on-one coaching sessions. The point of these sessions is to help people make sense of all the feedback they’re getting in the program and figure out how to use it. Gary’s feedback is terrible. His people don’t know where they’re going, he’s not helping them develop, and he’s negative and complaining all the time. If coping were an occupation, he’d be fulltime. In my second coaching session with him, when we’re supposed to be connecting the dots in the data, he’s mentally somewhere else. Arms crossed, report closed, he doesn’t even want to look at the data. I don’t know what to say, so I toss in a question and listen. He wanders around in his answer. I listen. He wanders more. I listen more. The session ends in what I judge to be complete failure. I have no idea how to be useful.

The next day we have our third and final coaching session. Gary strides into the room, slaps his report down on the table in front of us, and announces, “My mother died when I was 4 years old. Everyone felt sorry for me. I learned very quickly that if I played victim, I could get what I wanted. Well, my people are telling me that I can’t lead as a victim. And they’re right.” My jaw drops with the sudden insight coming from this man. I can sense his newfound freedom; it’s as though he’s expanded into a larger version of himself.

This experience taught me so much as a coach about the power of listening and not trying to be so useful with all my answers. But it also taught me how coping mode can become an insidious habit that weaves its way into our sense of who we are. For years, Gary had stopped his mind on being the little boy whose mother had died, and he’d found all the ways to be a victim. He got something out of it, to be sure—including a sense of identity—but it was too small an identity for the role of a leader. In a flip, he saw it.

Likewise, if you reflect on the coping modes or moments in your life, you’ll see that coping arises from and reinforces a freeze-frame identity—a self that something is happening to. But aren’t we selves that stuff happens to? you might ask. The answer, which we’ll play with through every flip of this book, and which you must not take my word for but rather experience for yourself, is yes and no, and neither yes nor no. The insidious trap of coping mode is that it makes us think this dot of ego is all that we are. Stuck to this dot, we cannot lead effectively because we’re not going anywhere. We’re stuck defending the dot. Worse yet, mistaking a dot to be our self, we miss our boundless, flowing nature that can enter circumstances and forever transform them.

The Challenge of Transformation

I don’t know exactly what Gary went through between our second and third coaching sessions, but I imagine it went something like this: He’s trying to ignore the data, but it keeps haunting him. It makes him mad; how dare they say all those bad things about him, blah, blah, blah. He gets all tight and anxious, and then a tiny voice within clears its metaphorical throat and says, “Excuse me. Haven’t you heard some of this before?” At some point a wall of defense crumbles, and the light of acceptance shines over the rubble. The tiny voice gets bolder: “They may have a point…they know I’m not helping them…they’re right!”

Acceptance is always the first light of transformative energy. Acceptance doesn’t mean we have to like what we’re dealing with. It means we don’t get stuck in whether we like it or not, we simply work with it. Gary certainly didn’t like the feedback he was reading. But he got to the place of accepting “It is what it is,” or “This is what’s true for my people.” As soon as acceptance starts working, it opens up the possibility of further transformation, as it did for Gary when accepting the feedback let him see a deeper truth about his own life.

Acceptance marks the flip between coping and transforming (see Figure 1.1 on the next page).

Figure 1.1

[image: Image]

The flip from coping to transforming.

It differs from tolerating, which is as good as coping gets, still holding the situation at arm’s length as something we have to put up with. Acceptance ceases to resist. By setting aside its opinions, agenda, likes, and dislikes, acceptance is able to channel our full energy into working with the situation. The less energy gets siphoned off in reaction, the more energy is available for proaction.

But it gets better yet, for the energy of transformation is fundamentally positive, joyful, and enthusiastic, which is highly contagious and readily amplified. I’m sure that positive emotion is why I remember the conversation with Gary like it was yesterday. When he walked into that third coaching session, he was positively triumphant. As I felt the relief in him register in my own body, the sensation was sheer joy.

This joy is no accident, but rather a reliable indicator of transformative energy acting through us. When we flip into transforming, we feel more alive, present, connected, and conscious. No longer stuck to one point, we’re free to maneuver, create, and explore. What happens to the self we were defending (and defining) in coping mode? Suddenly it flips from being a black hole of worry to a source of possibility as we tap, however briefly, our infinite nature. The Zen leader in us pours forth as we flip into being a generative hub, radiating from inside out the best we have to offer to the person, the problem, the situation. We may not register this flip consciously or have words to express it, but we will feel the joy transcending our smallness.

This joy tells us something beyond a self-serving ego is at work. Eckhart Tolle calls joy “the dynamic aspect of Being.”2 As we experience and express our universal Being, joy naturally arises. Enthusiasm follows, attracting others; when our inspired acts line up toward a vision or purpose, this we can call Zen leading. Acceptance, joy, and enthusiasm are the hallmarks of the Zen leader functioning in us. They’re so essential to adding real value in the world that, as Tolle advises, if we’re doing something not in one of these states, we should just stop. Stop. For otherwise, we’re acting in coping mode, creating problems for ourselves and others, whether we know it or not.

Acceptance, joy, and enthusiasm may seem like tall orders—especially amidst the cacophony most leaders face every day. Yet most of us have tasted this possibility, and some make a steady diet of it. I often ask leaders what gives them joy in their work—not the big ego-stroking moments, but intrinsic, day-to-day enjoyment—and routinely hear answers like, “the work itself,” “getting stuff done,” “seeing the team succeed,” or “watching my people grow.” Doing work we enjoy, we may slip into a sort of “work Samadhi,” or flow state; when we lose ourselves in the task, time disappears, and we only recognize we’ve been in this state once we leave it. Working with people we care about, toward meaningful goals, we may find it easy for our energy to flow from inside out, adding value to those relationships, making progress toward those goals. Any concerns for self seemingly disappear.

Until something happens.

An irritating e-mail, a financial setback, an unrealistic demand, or all of these at once, and suddenly we can find ourselves in a pit of worry, anger, or indignation—that is, coping. How long do we stay here before we can flip back into transformation and re-enter the situation with acceptance? Given that coping feels bad and transforming feels great, you’d think we’d make the flip instantly. But many of us don’t, and most of us take our time about it. Because to flip, we have to let go—let go of the one who is worried, angry, indignant or self-berating. Even if we want to let go at a conscious level, we’re working against a body of habits that has been trained by the cycles of drama we’ve lived up ‘til now. Which is why to make this flip, like all flips, we have to engage the body. We can’t just think our way there. The clear intent of thought can help, but grasping is deep in our muscle memory—starting with our grasp for life or survival instinct—and right before we let go, even if experience tells us it will feel great on the other side, it feels as though we’re losing something: a little death.

Good news: The more we practice flipping from coping to transforming, the easier it gets, and the more confident we become that it will lead to something good. This transformative flip takes us down the path of transcending “I”-centered consciousness, which is a huge leap in human development as well as leadership development. Like plants growing toward the sun, our very nature pulls us toward the possibility of this transcendence, even as the impossibility of coping with ever more pressure pushes us out of old ways of thinking. Enough push, enough pull, and we’re ready to flip.

How to do it?

[image: Image]

The Zen Leader Flip 1: Coping to Transforming

Perhaps you’ve made this flip thousands of times—unwittingly, unconsciously. But let’s tease apart what makes it work, so that you can make it a ready companion: a conscious competence. We’ll break it into three parts, though in practice these flow seamlessly together and arise almost at once: relax, enter, add value.

Figure 1.2

[image: Image]

Relax. You can simulate coping mode instantly by raising your shoulders up toward your ears (the way tense people look all the time). If you do that for a moment and then drop that tension—try it—you instantly feel less tight, less stuck. You might also notice that you simultaneously exhale, and you feel a sense of dropping down in the body toward your center, or lower abdomen. What’s harder to do is relax the residual tension you unconsciously carry all the time, but breathing deeply to and from your center is a great way to approach this. The key to centering is to get out of your head, and allow tension in the upper body to drop away—as in a sigh of relief: ahhh! As an image, you might think of a big thermometer in which the bulb is your belly, filled by each breath (see Figure 1.2).

The more centered and relaxed you are, the more completely you can take the next step, which is to enter.

Enter. To enter is to become one with whatever is going on, to merge with it in a completely relaxed state. It is not a tentative dipping of one’s toe into the water, but instead a complete immersion. It is not being buffeted by the frayed edges of a situational hurricane, but rather moving right into the eye of the storm. Fear, anger, confusion, and other coping reactions may arise, but if you can feel into whatever resistance arises with a willingness to acknowledge it, and not let it stop you, you’ve found the door to entering.

To enter is to become the entire picture; an image for this stage is that of an all-embracing circle that is both you and the situation—subject and object—at once. If you imagine the flow state you enter when doing one of your favorite activities, you can get a sense of how total entering lets one disappear into an activity. Entering is like a child playing in a sandbox, or a kayaker deftly paddling in whitewater—no self stands apart. To get a firsthand experience of centering and entering, try the Chapter 1 exercises downloadable from our Website (www.thezenleader.com). The more completely you enter, the more completely you can add your value.

Add value. At the eye of the storm, the only direction for your energy is out. Having fully entered, your energy can flow from inside out, adding your value to the situation, transforming it through your presence as much as through anything you might do. You can feel this extension of energy by imagining—as my partner in the Aikido exercise did earlier—your arms as fire hoses, and the water (your energy) pouring forth to put out flames. An image for this stage is the radiant sun, extending its energy, transforming everything that basks in its light.

If you have a sense of this flip, you know how empowering it is. If you don’t quite feel it yet, you surely can with practice, and the Website exercises will help. You may find this flip becomes even more clear and useful to you in actual application, which we turn to now.

Putting It to Work: Leadership that Transforms

One of the greatest challenges facing leaders every day is, well, reframing challenges. Is it a challenge or an opportunity? This is more than rhetoric, for this flip has to happen first in the mind of the leader. To find the opportunities in problems is a quality of can-do optimism that characterizes the most motivating leaders. While others are standing on the sidelines caught up in their fault-finding and blame-placing, the leader who can make this flip shows a way forward. Accepting “it is what it is,” the Zen leader in us flips from defensiveness to curiosity, from resistance to creative engagement. What can we learn from it? How do we use it? How do we fix the damage, change the game, or leverage larger forces at work?

To see how this flip might apply to you, think of a problem that has been troubling you or keeping you up at night, and try this exercise:

1. Write down a statement of the problem starting with the words “The Problem is…”

For example: The problem is we lost a key customer and we may not make our revenue number this quarter.

2. “Hold” this problem statement and notice what tightens in your body, and what thoughts and feelings arise. Jot down whatever reactions you notice. These are the signatures of coping, and the more you can get to know them in yourself, the easier they become to work with. Notice one place of tightness in your body and breathe into it, releasing it, relaxing it.

3. Go back to your problem statement and invite a bit of brainstorming. Starting with the phrase “The real problem is…,” restate your problem six to 10 different ways from inside out—that is, using only “I”- or “we”-based statements (no blaming others!).

For example: The real problem is we aren’t sure that our people are properly trained…we don’t have enough customers in the pipeline…we don’t know if our customers are happy…we’re not reaching customers the way we used to…we’re not solving our customers’ real problems.

You may notice that as answers tumble out, new themes emerge and your initial story gives way to submerged insights. Keep restating the real problem until you sense that you’ve hit upon something important; something new.

4. Relax. Let go of the problem. Let go of the self the problem is happening to. You might imagine that self-who-has-the-problem as a player on a board game and now you want to become the one playing the game. You might think of this as stepping back from a problem to gain perspective, or entering beyond the problem, where you become the entire picture, and can see the entire board, now with wisdom for your little board-playing self.

5. With this relaxed sense of bigness, look over your restatements with an eye for what the opportunities are here. Again speaking from inside out, starting with the phrase “I (or we) have a real opportunity here to….” Fill in the end of the sentence with as many opportunities as you can spot.

For example: We have a real opportunity here to get closer to our customers…learn what’s not working for them…help them move forward… hone our coaching skills…find people who need us on social media… give them something useful for free.…

6. Look over your opportunities and pick one or two that seem most promising to pursue.

This is one empowering flip. It reframes everything from a focus on the self-having-a-problem to the creative agent who learns from what’s going on and often changes the game. This flip won’t supply all the answers, but it will get your energy going in the right direction, which is from inside out—adding the best value you have to offer.

Problems repeat when we respond to them by coping. When we respond in the spirit of transformation and pick one or two promising ways to do that, we’re no longer in the same place that allowed the old problem to appear. Even if what we try doesn’t work exactly as planned, we’ve learned something. Even if a comparable problem arises again, we won’t be in the same place we once were for dealing with it. Our transformational leadership has transformed us.

If this flip still feels elusive, or you find you can’t stay here for long, have patience. The next chapter will guide you deeper into the underlying physical flip that makes transformation possible. If coping mode is a ready companion, at least now you have more insight into what’s holding it in place. If you find it hard to let go of the anger, indignation, blaming, or self-righteousness that makes acceptance impossible, you’re in good company. Coping makes for good drama, and we’re surrounded by it, from “not our fault” finger-pointing to “it’s good for the ratings” political talk shows with their endless stream of attack and counter-attack. Or maybe for you, coping mode takes the form of self flagellation, as in, “I’m not good enough,” “I’m a screw-up,” or “Everyone’s right and I’m wrong.” This, too, is good drama, and no less than self-righteousness, it sticks us to the dot of self.

What we know with certainty is that although coping may make life interesting, it doesn’t make for good leadership. Neither does it lead to joy, enthusiasm, nor anyplace that truly serves us. For that, we need to flip.


The Zen Leader

Flip 1 Takeaways

Coping to Transforming

Coping is stuck. Transforming creates movement. Acceptance is the turning point. This flip is the beginning of real leadership.

Acceptance allows you to relax, engage, or enter a situation, and add value where you can.

Apply this flip using 5 steps to convert problems to opportunities:

1. Problem statement. “The problem is…[state your issue].”

2. Hold. Notice what tightens or tenses as you “hold” this problem.

3. Restatements. “The real problem is…[brainstorm six to 10 “I”- or “we”-based answers].”

4. Relax. Let go of the problem, let go of your self having it; come up a level.

5. Opportunities. Reframe your restatements: “I (we) have a real opportunity to…[choose one or two that are promising].
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From Tension to Extension

“I’M NOT TENSE,” Rob protested at my suggestion that he seemed about ready to explode. He was edged forward in his chair during our coaching session, right leg vibrating six beats a second, shoulders up around his ears. I pulled out my cell phone and snapped a quick picture of him, setting it down on the table between us (love that technology!). “Take a look at this picture and tell me what vibe you get from that leader,” I say to him. “Intense,” he responds. I encourage him to keep looking. “Has his mind made up…not listening…nervous…a time bomb.” Exactly.

That’s what tension does: it makes us small, edgy, and nervous. What’s more, most of us don’t even recognize how much tension we’re carrying, and how much that tension locks us into a cell of our own making. Try this experiment: Sit forward in your chair, press your feet into the ground, make fists of your hands, tense your forearms, and bore your eyes into this paper is if they were burning lasers. What do you notice? Almost certainly you notice the paper. But do you notice what’s happening out the window? Probably not. Do you notice how tension spreads through the whole front of your body, making everything tight? Is the feeling expansive or small? Connected or separate? Experiences vary, but most of us find this is a fast track to our most isolated, tense, and defended self.

Now flip that around. Let out a deep sigh of relief and sit back in your chair. Let your eyes drift into peripheral, 180-degree vision by extending your arms to your sides, palms up and open, and seeing both hands and everything in between. Let your arms drift down comfortably, and imagine a line of energy flowing down the backs of your arms, and out through the backs of your fingertips. Check out the feeling: Is it larger than before? More flowing? More connected? Yes, you may say, but it also feels less sharply focused and…well…less productive. And therein lies a key tension in leadership: it’s easier to trust what we can control and get done using tension than it is to trust what comes when we let go, and let extension operate.

This simple flip between tension and extension shows up not only in the body, but also in emotions, thought processes, and everyday leadership behaviors. In this chapter, we explore how sustained tension can lead to barely managing, career derailment, and burnout, whereas extension is based in the much more sustainable rhythm of drive and recovery. Extension enables the awareness and sensitivity that lets us transform situations, rather than crashing into them with unsustainable change efforts. Extension gives rise to natural durability in our energy, and in all that it creates. Building on the flip of Chapter 1, we look at three “laws” of energy management that flip tension into extension and allow the transformational Zen leader in us to spring forth.

Tension Produces Movement—Until it Doesn’t

Tension is not all bad. The truth is, we couldn’t move a single muscle without it. In its simplest form, in the simplest animals (and even a few plants), tension is a contraction: fibers sliding past one another, like the closing of a fan. When the ends of those fibers are connected to different parts of a body, tension pulls those parts closer together. Relaxation, like opening a fan, lets them return to full length. Alternating tension and relaxation, a body can start to wiggle and move, from the simplest, squirming paramecium, to the complex human body. Every muscle in our body linking every bone of our skeleton operates on this principle: When it tenses, things contract; when it relaxes, things move further apart. We also have muscles, such as the heart, that oscillate with their cycles of tension and relaxation to move our blood. Tension produces movement; that’s not a bad thing.

The start of trouble is when tension doesn’t let go—when it “forgets” how to relax. This happens in muscle fibers when the little tracks that allow fibers to slide past one another get stuck. These tracks require energy (like lubrication) to operate, and without it, they simply freeze, like a sliding glass door stuck slightly off its track. As a muscle gets more fibers stuck in this condition, its starts to feel harder, less supple, and it takes more energy to get it moving at all. As one of my Zen teachers, Tanouye Roshi, used to say, “The body of a baby is soft and pliable. The body of a corpse is stiff and rigid. We’re somewhere in between.”

Just where we are “in between” has a great deal to do with our energy. The more we are like a baby, the more energy flows smoothly through our body, the easier we move, and the more energy we have available to add value in the world. The tighter we are, the more that tightness traps energy, keeping it from getting to all the muscles that need it, leading to a vicious cycle of more tightness that requires more effort to overcome in order to make movement possible. Think how much energy it takes to open a slightly stuck sliding glass door. In effect, when our muscles are somewhat stuck we have to do the same thing—put a lot of energy into overcoming our own resistance!

Worse yet, we’re not even aware of it until symptoms are acute, and we don’t know why. We only notice how tired we are by the end of a day, how persistent certain aches and pains have become, or how we don’t have the energy for another project, a difficult conversation, or patience with our children. This tension doesn’t affect merely moving our bodies through space. It affects everything: our emotions, thoughts, and behaviors. Coping mode exactly expresses this stuckness, registering its voice of no. Not moving. Blaming others. Remaining the victim.

Stuck tension in the body weighs into every decision regarding whether we have the energy to act freely in the situation and add our value. So when we talk about tension as something to flip out of, we’re not talking about the healthy cycle of tension and release that’s at the heart of life’s movement. We’re talking about habitual tension that doesn’t release fully and, in time, ossifies body and mind.

This habitual tension can reside anywhere in the body, but if we were to locate a fundamental source—the primal contraction—it would be in the deep muscles lining the front side of the spine. You can see this primal contraction in the simplest sea creatures that curl up when provoked, or little inchworms that become instant circles when they sense a threat. This biological version of “circling the wagons,” be they segments of an inchworm or our own vertebrae, is a coping mechanism of animals large and small. In humans, we see it in the extremes among the most downtrodden and depressed, hence phrases like “huddled masses” and “curled up into a fetal position.” But in more subtle ways, we all carry some of this tension, which you can experience (not that you’d want to, but to make the point) if you feel into your body’s response to deflating news or an emotional sock to the gut. In fact, these deep, frontal muscles are great at storing pain and difficult emotions, as anyone who has experienced deep bodywork to release these muscles could tell you. Body therapists call these muscles “core” for good reason.

It doesn’t stop there. Because tension contracts muscles, held tension distorts the body, and then the opposing muscles have to start working harder to compensate. Generally what we experience as back pain originates from over-taxed muscles in our back compensating for over-tight muscles in our core. Tension begets more tension, most of which passes beneath our conscious awareness—until it painfully doesn’t. The early warning signs are mostly benign: headaches, stiff necks, sore backs, achy shoulders, gastrointestinal discomfort, elevated pulse, higher blood pressure. But most busy people (including myself for a good deal of my life) power through those signals with an aspirin here, an antacid there, so of course the symptoms have to get worse to get our attention. And why are we putting all this tension into our body? Because it’s the natural companion of coping mode. Whenever we’re in the grip (even the phrase suggests a contraction!) of anger, indignation, worry, or any of the faces of coping mode, tension is both the byproduct and exactly what holds it in place.

The Price of Tension for Leaders

“Contain the vein!” laughs one of the more vocal team members when asked what it’s like to work for Elliot, a senior vice president of product development known for his angry outbursts. I’ve been Elliot’s coach for a couple of months, and I’m meeting with the people who report to him to see how they handle his volatility. “We watch him closely,” the person went on, and when the vein in his forehead starts to pulsate, we know he’s about to blow.” They’ve made it something of a joke— “Contain the vein!”—and when the vein is well-contained, Elliot laughs along with them. He knows he has “a temper problem”; it was why the company suggested he work with a coach in the first place. What he doesn’t know is how much the team members shade what they tell him, protect themselves in partial truths, and carefully pick when to feed him information so as not to set off the vein. The more I talk to the team, the more I see how they’re managing Elliot, rather than him leading them.

Energy is contagious in general, but a leader’s volatility is doubly so, first because it signals danger and fear and, second, because it comes from the very person to whom others look for safety. At a deep, brainstem level, a question we’re always asking about leaders is, “Do I want to follow you?” A leader’s volatility quickly spreads tension in the land and raises doubts.

In addition to volatility, there is a host of ways leaders pay the price of tension, perhaps best characterized by psychologist Robert Hogan, and applied to leaders by David Dotlich and Peter Cairo.1 They identify 11 ways that leaders under stress sabotage their effectiveness or derail their careers—a catalogue of coping mechanisms. For example:

[image: Image] The cynic who’s always trying to find fault and cast blame

[image: Image] The worrier, who agonizes over every decision or plays it safe

[image: Image] The center of attention whose insecurity demands the spotlight

[image: Image] The arrogant one who must be right and long ago stopped listening

[image: Image] The perfectionist determined to get reality under control


Charades

In the game of Charades, we use only gestures or movements to wordlessly portray something.

Take a few seconds to portray each of the five “derailing” characters described in the list, enough so that someone could guess what attitude you’re depicting.

Notice what tenses in your body and how your posture changes to create each impression. Notice what tension patterns are common to all characters and what changes going from, say, the worrier to the arrogant.



If you were playing a game of Charades and were asked to portray any of these characters (try the exercise to the left) you would instantly find that to act it out, you would start tensing your body in specific ways: a furtive, eye-darting look for the cynic, a puffed up chest for the arrogant person, and so on. These gestures are not accidental; in the game of Charades we might exaggerate them to make them more visible, but even when held inside, these same subtle tensions are at work.

From the research that Hogan and others have done, we know that everyone has potential derailers that are more likely to surface when we’re under stress or low on energy. In other words, these coping mechanisms function at a macro level much the way our muscles function at a micro level: like sliding glass doors that can get stuck or derail when energy is scarce. The cost to the human being is a vicious, energy-draining cycle. The cost to leadership is that it stops doing anything productive.

Unfortunately, that doesn’t mean we stop doing. If we simply paused when we sensed our tension or tiredness, we would do less damage and return to a relaxed state more readily. But, no, we tend to keep on going—we’re so busy, after all, and there’s so much to do. Besides, the first thing lost in our spun-up tension is the clear-flowing awareness that could see we’re digging our hole deeper. Spun up in tension, our mind can lock onto a particular goal and lock out the bigger picture: Hit this target, catch this flight, get through this agenda item. Or, if we’re less focused, before we get through one item, our mind has daisy-chained onto another and we leave a frenetic trail of half-doneness. In our tension, people can become objects to use, a means to our ends: Get this person to do what I want, ignore that person who doesn’t serve me. We listen less and push more, focusing on tasks, numbers, and speed. We may find ourselves taking whatever we can get, spewing anger, shading the truth to an oversight committee, or turning a blind eye to corruption. In the grip, our awareness shrinks to a fear-driven dot of self, and we feel somehow separate from the chain reactions we’re setting off. Leaders in the grip create small, brutish worlds.

Leading With Extension

If tension makes us smaller, extension makes us larger, or, more accurately, returns us to our natural state. Extension doesn’t mean we’re always reaching for something. Rather it is the absence of contraction and the presence of openness, sometimes simply called presence itself, which plugs us into the free-flowing energy of the earth, of the universe. This may seem like wishful, woo-woo thinking to the pragmatic leader, yet throughout the story of humanity, this profound connectedness has been the wondrous skill of great warriors, the compassion of saints, the insight of mystics, the wisdom of shamans, the genius of great artists, the gift of healers, and the prescient intuition of great leaders. It is the Zen leader in you, rolling through life like a huge boulder, according the myriad changes—acting with gravitas and complete agility with whatever is going on. This agile gravitas is you leading with extension.

Extension is the opposite of being stuck. It is a mind and body flowing naturally with the circumstances. Our self-in-our-skin is not so much the source of that energy as an open conduit for it, adding our unique value as it passes through. Far from being some kind of miraculous channeling, this state of openness is our most natural, unstuck self. In the absence of tension, there is simply nothing to block the flow.

Having said that, it is also inevitable that we get stuck on things, big and little: a song we can’t get out of our head, a replayed snippet of conversation, a recurring fear—the mind is easily trapped in eddies of thought. Thoughts whir around like blades of a fan, and if the same thing isn’t repeating, one thing leads to another. “Have to follow up with Jane…she never got back with me…I hate it when people don’t get back with me…what’s this other irritating e-mail about?…oh, I’m late for a meeting…where did I leave my notes?…” Add some emotion to the mix, as in a dollop of fear about making our budget, or a sprinkling of nervousness about speaking in front of a group, and we get even more tense, more stuck.

So to say extension is our most natural state is not to say tension is somehow unnatural. It is part of how we’re put together, and accepting the whole picture of who we are—coping and transforming, tense and extended—allows us to more easily relax into our transformative, extended selves. For if we berate ourselves for getting stuck in tension, all we do is create more tension, plunging ourselves into our own civil war. Just as acceptance is at the cusp where coping turns to transforming, it also flips tension to extension. The actions that flow through extension come out “clean”: They don’t leave a scent of ego or smallness. As free expressions of the Zen leader in us, they create openings in the world and free up others as well.

If you need an image of a leader who has exemplified this contagious openness, Nelson Mandela would certainly be a good one. In smallness, he could have sought revenge for 27 years spent in prison. But instead he extended forgiveness and opened a spirit of forgiveness throughout South Africa. He could have appropriated his power to the needs of his ego, as so many political leaders have done. But instead he applied it in the spirit of service, inspiring a similar spirit in everyone from rugby players to businesspeople. Writer John Simpson, attending a banquet in honor of Mandela some years ago, watched how this openness irresistibly drew people to Mandela: “It was the way he looked you straight in the eye and spoke just to you—to the person you wanted to be, perhaps, rather than the one you actually were.”2 John saw the contagious spirit of service when his South African wife spontaneously greeted Mandela. Mandela stopped and listened as though no one else mattered and time stood still. After she finished he said, “We need you back in South Africa. When are you coming home?” Who could resist such a leader?

Openness begets openness, freeing others to be more of who they are. Leading with extension extends our value into the world.

The Zen Leader Flip 2: Tension to Extension

You can make a mini version of this flip in any moment—as you had a chance to do at the start of this chapter. But to make it a way of life and leadership, you need energy. So here are what I’ve come to call the “3 Laws of Energy Management.” If you follow them, you’ll have energy to burn.

Rhythm, not relentless. Waking and sleeping, inhaling and exhaling, even the beat of our heart reminds us: as biological systems, we’re made to operate with rhythm. Stretch and release. Drive and recover. From the work of Yerkes Dodson in the early 1900s, extended by Jim Loehr and Tony Schwartz,3 we know the best way to manage our energy is on and off, not on and on. I often ask leaders, “What do you do when your iPhone shows a low battery?”

“Plug it in. Recharge it,” they say.
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“What do you do for yourself when you’re at low charge?”

“Keep going!” they laugh.

But they get the point. We often take better care of our iPhones—a little piece of technology that will be in the trash heap in a few years— than we take care of our priceless, irreplaceable selves.

As Loehr and Schwartz emphasize in their work with “corporate athletes,” this pulse of drive and recovery is also the key to full engagement.4 Steady stress pushes a system to habituate and run down over time. Pulsing it keeps the system in a state of fresh activation. What’s our equivalent to plugging in or recharging? What we do may vary, but invariably, energy comes through the body: we have to do something physically renewing. A best practice combines brief (two-minute) breaks every 90 minutes or so, with longer breaks (30 minutes) for meditation or exercise once or twice a day. You may already know of the perfect pulse practice for you, but if you’d like a good suggestion, see the Centering minibreak at the end of this chapter. You can also download further ideas for mini-breaks and renewing activities from www.thezenleader.com.

In addition to creating this macro pulse in our day, there is another kind of rhythm we can sense in the day itself. This is more subtle, and requires a good deal of sensitivity. If you’d like to try it, stand outside for a couple of minutes, open your senses, and take in the day. Slowly clap your hands at about a walking pace, making the pace faster and slower until you come to a rhythm that somehow takes less effort to maintain.5 This is the energy or rhythm of the day. If you pace yourself to it, you will find your energy going much further.

As I said, this rhythm is subtle, and I, myself, missed it for many years because of my hurry-up habits. I thought if something is done in half the time, that’s twice as good. I see this habit in leaders who move through their day so quickly that others can’t keep up. People get into a refractory state to protect themselves from a whirlwind leader, while the leader gets frustrated that messages aren’t being heard, delegation isn’t working, and people aren’t following. “Slow down,” I now tell these leaders. “Find the rhythm where people can move with you, or you’re going to be stuck doing everything yourself.” The easiest rhythm to find with a group is the rhythm of the day we’re all experiencing together. If you can sense this subtle pulse and let it be a soundless drumbeat underlying your actions, you will notice your energy is better supported, and others are more able to move with you. But don’t take my word for it; sense it yourself.

Down, not up. The second law of energy management is already deeply embedded in our language and common sense. We have numerous expressions for what happens when we’re tense, and the image is always of energy rising up: spun up, upset, uptight, hotheaded. Flip that around and you find expressions like settle down, calm down, pipe down, ground yourself, and the image is always of energy dropping down.

Figure 2.1
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Down, not up; develops energy in the hara.

In our physical bodies, this principle plays out when we let energy drop down into our lower abdomen, rather than rise up into our heads, as in Figure 2.1. Even as you read these words, notice your breath and relax any tension in your shoulders and ribcage. Invite your breath energy to drop more deeply into the lower abdomen. This area, what the Japanese call “hard” and what we likened to the bulb of a large thermometer, is the center of our most powerful actions, our nucleus for balance and natural control. “Natural control” is not a forced, taking-matters-into-my-own-hands kind of control, but rather a confident centeredness that reads the situation, senses the openings for change, and uses them appropriately. This deeper-than-conscious intuition that appropriately and spontaneously extends our energy comes from hara more readily than from the head, because in the head it can get second-guessed and caught up in all the whirling fan blades. Developing the hara gives more opportunity for this spontaneous Zen leader to arise. The Centering mini-break at the end of this chapter is a great practice for developing your breath and hara.

Breathe deeply to and from your hara, and energy will naturally develop in this center, along with the intuition to use it well.

Out, not in. You know the importance of this energy direction from Chapter 1, but now you can experience the physical essence of how to send your energy out, not in. Try this: Raise your left arm out to your side. The front of your arm—the flexor side—is what tightens when you make a fist (see Figure 2.2a).

Figure 2.2

[image: Image]

Energy extends along the backside.

Relax your hand and feel a line of energy running along the back of your arm—on the extensor side—running through the back of your hand and out through your fingers (Figure 2.2b). Similarly extend your right arm, and make the same flip to a line of energy running along the back, extensor side. Feel into your spine and similarly relax the muscles along the front of the spine and extend slightly along the back of the spine, feeling a lift through the back of your neck, the rims of your ears, and out the top of your head. Sense this line of energy extending down through your legs, gently extending the balls of your feet into the earth.6 Now dial back the gain on all of this until you just barely feel these lines of extension and you have the idea of this third law of energy management: out, not in. This extension manifests physically by relaxing of the front, flexor side of the body and extending through the back, extensor side.

“Out, not in” gives a natural direction to our energy. It aligns our actions along a vector emanating from inside out, and directed toward where we want to go. As we’ll see, leadership vision, mission, and goals are but practical expressions of this sense of direction. In combination with a sustainable rhythm and centeredness, this flip into extension gives us more energy, better aligned. Who wouldn’t want that?

Putting It to Work: More Energy, Better Aligned

Applying this flip in your life and leadership makes everything else possible, for it is the fuel you run on and the authentic extension of that energy into the world. The reflection questions that follow, which I often ask leaders in development programs or coaching sessions, will help you connect with your own wisdom regarding what best practices will support you in building energy, and what you know about the vision or purpose to which you’d apply it. Before starting, you might take a moment to relax, open your senses, center your breath, and ever so slightly open the back-side extensor channels. Once you’re centered, even if you’re not sure what to write, read the questions and start writing without hesitation:

1. What is an early warning sign for you that your energy is low?

2. What could you do in a two-minute recovery break that would help you most?

3. To better pace yourself in the rhythm of the day, which of these do you generally need to do most? (A) slow down, (B) speed up, (C) stabilize, or (D) better focus your energy.

4. If you could prescribe an energy-renewing activity you could do maybe 30 minutes per day that would help you in whatever way you just identified, what would be your best prescription to yourself?

5. Write down six things you do—inside or outside of work—that make you feel most energized, satisfied, and “on purpose.”

6. Write down six things you know about what you’re creating and wanting to create through your presence and leadership.

7. Looking over the previous two lists, craft a statement that captures your leadership vision or purpose. Write a second sentence that captures a key way you will go about it (for example, an important strategy).

We know that vision, purpose, and strategy are important for inspiring and aligning followership. But perhaps now you can also appreciate that only transformation-grade energy (as opposed to coping) gives rise to a vision, purpose, or strategy worth following. Even within us, more energy, better aligned, feeds a virtuous cycle. With more energy, it’s easier to remain unstuck; there’s more lubrication for the tracks of our internal sliding glass doors. When we’re unstuck, energy naturally flows to rejuvenate us. When that energy is aligned toward a vision and way of working, it’s better focused and less drained by distractions and irritations. Finally, when our vision and way of working arise from what we find intrinsically energizing, we get more energy as we go.

The flip from tension to extension is the physical realization of moving from coping to transforming. Being able to build and align energy is also the foundational tool for sustainable leadership and all the flips to follow. If you’re ever stuck, drained, frustrated, tormented, indignant, frightened, defensive, dull, or depressed, come back here.

Flush with energy, we’re ready to dive deeper into the complexities of leadership today, most of which can be characterized by a single word: paradox.


The Zen Leader

Flip 2 Takeaways

Tension to Extension

The Three Laws of Energy Management:

1. Rhythm, not relentless. Build a rhythm into your day, including practices that stretch and renew. Sense and match the rhythm of the day.

2. Down, not up. Settle down and breathe deeply to and from your center.

3. Out, not in. Extend your energy through the extensor side of the body, relaxing the front flexor-side.

Apply this flip to:

[image: Image]Build energy through physical practice. Mindful practice frees up energy.

[image: Image]Align energy on a vision or purpose, and a way of working that is intrinsically satisfying.




The Zen Leader

Core Practice: Centering Mini-Break

Tension flips into extension when we have enough awareness and energy to let go of what’s stuck. We can do this by punctuating work activities with mini-recovery breaks and, once or twice a day, engaging in a physically renewing practice. You can use the Centering Mini-Break whenever you need to get unstuck from your head and centered in hara. Other mini-break ideas are available online (at www.thezenleader.com), as well as a host of longer-term practices that may become part of your personal prescription for building and sustaining your energy over time.

1. Stand comfortably, feet shoulder-width apart. Shrug your shoulders as high up toward your ears as possible, and then drop them, as in Figure 2.3a. Repeat several times; notice that you automatically exhale as you drop your shoulders.

2. Loosen up your face. Do this by opening your jaw as wide as possible and closing it a few times, moving your lower jaw laterally back and forth a few times, opening your eyes as wide as possible and closing them a few times; make a few crazy faces (Figure 2.3b).

Figure 2.3

[image: Image]

3. Loosen up your neck. Stretching your neck long, lay your left ear over toward your left shoulder. Roll your head forward and around like a free-swinging pendulum until your right ear is toward your right shoulder. Stretch your neck long, and roll back the other way. Repeat a few times.

4. Stand comfortably, with the weight on the balls of your feet. Let your eyes soften, using peripheral vision to see 180 degrees around you—all at once and nothing in particular. Picture your torso in the shape of a thermometer bulb, clear and relaxed in the shoulders and ribcage, with your belly free to expand with each breath. Place your hands on your lower belly and breathe slowly in and out through your nose, letting tension drop away with every exhale until you can feel your breath move under your hands (Figure 2.3c).

5. On your next inhale, let your hands rise, palms up, to your solar plexus, allowing the breath to fill your belly from the bottom (Figure 2.3d).

6. As you exhale, turn your palms to the ground and gently push them down, along with your breath. At the same time, imagine tiny rockets firing out of the heels of both feet and notice how this extends the backs of the legs, bringing the weight to the balls of the feet (Figure 2.3e).

[image: Image]

7. Release and relax on the inhale as hands rise up. Extend through the balls of the feet on the exhale as hands press down. (Figure 2.3d and e alternating). Repeat, ever slower, for five to 10 breaths.








End of sample
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