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ou may have seen the recent articles
in Fortune, Business Week, and the
Wall Street Journal on-strangely
enough—spirituality in the workplace.
You may have also noticed on the
Business Week bestseller list a book
entitled Jesus CEO which describes
how managers can use Christian
principles to lead. Even prominent
business leaders such as Anita Roderick, the founder
of the Body Shop, now have public talks about spiritu-
ality in their workplaces.

Like myself, you are probably wondering—why this
sudden interest in workplace spirituality? Is spirituali-
ty about to become the next in a long line of manage-
ment fads, or is this interest part of a more profound
and fundamental search to create more meaningful
organizations?

Either way you look at it, there is a remarkable
amount of curiosity about the potential benefits of
spirituality to workplace life despite its seemingly eso-
teric character. We are coming to recognize that a new
state of mind and a new state of heart are what is real-
ly needed to foster human development and commu-
nity spirit in our workplaces. We have watched how
ideas such as teamwork and empowerment are having

only a limited impact while the disenfranchisement of
the workforce continues to deepen. There is a sense
that more management techniques are not a suffi-
cient answer in themselves.

In our search to understand spirituality’s potential
contribution, we have come upon some role models -
leaders whose strong spiritual orientations have
shaped their organizations’ character and perfor-
mance very positively. In most cases, their organiza-
tions are not only financially successful but highly
effective in terms of staff development and service to
the customer.

Some of these individuals are what we would call
“New Age” leaders—Tom Chappell of Tom’s of Maine,
Anita Rodderick of the Body Shop, and Susie Tompkins
of Esprit. They speak broadly about how spirituality
shapes their leadership without referring to a particu-
lar dogma or endorsing a specific faith for their orga-
nizations.

A second group leads from a strong Christian ori-
entation, and they invoke Christ’s teachings to help
create a philosophy and guiding principles for their
organizations. These include business leaders like
Mary Kay of Mary Kay Cosmetics, Truett Cathy of
Chick-fil-A, Richard DeVos of Amway, and Kenneth
Wessner of ServiceMaster.
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In recent years, the New Age and Christian groups
have been the subject of popular books and press arti-
cles because of their unusual willingness to speak
publicly about their faith and its influence on their
organizations. The interest they have generated poses
intriguing questions for those of us interested in lead-
ership and in more meaningful workplaces.

First of all, why the interest in workplace spirituali-
ty at this particular time? What’s going on? And why do
we see so few instances of leaders who apply spiritu-
ality to the workplace? Are there natural barriers to
spirituality in the workplace? Finally, do these leaders
have lessons to teach us that are transferable to other
organizations and leaders?

The objective of this article is to tackle each of
these questions. To accomplish this, I have divided my
reflections into three sections. The first section will
shed light on a number of the reasons which explain
the surprising interest in workplace spirituality today.
The second highlights the dilemmas we face in creat-
ing more spirituality-centered workplaces and helps
to explain why we see so few Tom Chappells and Anita
Roddericks. The concluding section offers
insights into the lessons that spiritually-
directed leaders can offer all of us.

Before we begin, [ want to clarify what |
mean by the word spiritual. While rituals
and dogma vary between the world’s reli-
gions, the actual feelings connected
with spiritual experiences are relatively
universal. In other words, while each
religion’s pathways are different, the
outcomes are largely the same. So we
see a shared set of spiritual experi-
ences across most religions that
include a sense of inner peacefulness,
profound and compassionate love, a
transcendental connection to a larger
world, respect and concern for well-being
and life, appreciation for beauty, and rever-
ence for the earth and universe. These tran-
scend the dogma and rituals of each religion. They
also explain how someone can be spiritual and yet not
fullyvested in a particular religion.

Traditionally, religion and spirituality have been
tightly interwoven. One’s religion served to promote
spiritual experiences. But interestingly, we are at one
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of those junctures in history where the two are uncou-
pling. This most often happens when the institutional
guidelines and rituals of religion become disjointed
from the everyday needs of its followers, in which case
a schism is likely to follow. When this happens, people
turn away from their religous institutions as their sole
source of spiritual sustenance and seek other
sources. This is exactly what is occurring with many of
today’s generations. Spirituality is no longer necessar-
ily tied directly to a religion’s dogma or to church and
temple attendance. This trend is laying the ground-
work for spirituality’s appearance in new places, and it
is a primary reason why we are able to talk about the
possibility of spirituality in the workplace.

Why Today’s Interest in
Spirituality in the Workplace?

To understand why spirituality and leadership in
the workplace are on our minds today, we have to real-
ize that several important forces are coming together
to spark this interest. The first is a baseline force. It is
the bedrock that has laid the groundwork for our

interest in the first place. It is what we would call
the faithfulness of our society.
Historically, America is a society that is very
concerned about religion and spirituality.
For example, many of the continent’s ear-
liest immigrants and founders were
refugees of religious persecution. They
came to America to freely express their
religious beliefs. Many of our not-for-
profits are guided by spiritual princi-
ples such as the YMCA, the Salvation
Army, or Alcoholics Anonymous. On the
nation’s dollar bill rest the words “In
God We Trust.” Pollsters have even
been told by Americans that they would
not vote for a President who is an atheist.
Across the world, Americans are consis-
tently among the most religious. This faith-
fulness has created a fertile seedbed for reli-
gious expression and creativity in America. As we
witness the many new branches of Christian religion
that have appeared, along with the extensive experi-
mentation with Eastern religions by younger genera-
tions, we can think of this faithfulness as the spiritual
firewood in the workplace hearth.
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An even greater force now—the match that is ignit-
ing our interest—is the ascendency of the workplace
as a primary community for many people. If we think
back some fifty years ago, we would have found that
four communities actively supported us like pillars
holding up a temple. The first was the extended family.
Not only did we live with our parents but nearby were
grandparents, aunts and uncles, and cousins. Today
that community is largely in ruins. Parents may or may
not be living together, and relatives are scattered
across the country. The next community was our civic
community. At one time, we actively contributed to our
society by sitting on school boards, being active in city
councils, and hosting activities for our neighborhood
association. But this community has fallen prey to lives
that are too busyand to citizens grown cynical and apa-
thetic about the political process. The third communj-
ty, the church and temple, have long served as impor-
tant places of connection. But as their rituals and
dogma have drifted away from every day lives so has
their pervasive influence for many. That leaves one
remaining community~the workplace. This com-
munity is not only where we spend the majori-
ty of our time, but it is also the place where
we have a significant number of relation-
ships. It is where we seek many of our
important challenges. It is where we
contribute to our society. It is where we
have the potential to find the most
meaning for our lives.

Ironically, however, the workplace is
the one community that is the least
community-like of the four. It is here
that loyalty in both directions is often the
weakest. It is here that a sense of deep
personal development and support are fre-
quently missing. And it is here that words like
eémpowerment are promoted because such feelings
are so rarely present. That does not mean, however,
that a deep desire for connection, community, and
meaning no longer exists among its members. Quite
to the contrary, the decline of the other communities
is translating into employees who are bringing (con-
sciously or unconsciously) more of these needs to
their workplaces than ever before~needs which most
organizations are only dimly aware of.

These are the forces that make now a particularly
conducive time to explore the possible role of spiritu-
ality in the workplace. But very significant hurdles
remain.

Why It Is So Difficult To Bring Spirituality
Iinto the Office
Two powerful barriers face leaders wishing to
incorporate their own and their employees’ spirituality
into an organization. The first has to do with cultural
norms of the society about public expressions of faith.
The second has to do with a belief that spiritual prac-
tice—other than for one’s personal self—is best
reserved for those who are in the religious professions.
On the issue of cultural norms, Americans are
highly respectful of other faiths. Since many of our
ancestors arrived here because of religious intoler-
ance, the society has built strongly protective norms
about respecting the religious rights of others. For
this very reason, our forefathers created the division
between church and state. The dilemma for organiza-
tional leaders is to be able to speak across different
faiths in a way that respects the differences yet
speaks to all. In countries or companies

LU Y TP where a single faith may dominate, the
for organiza-
tional leaders
is to be able to
speak across
different faiths
in a way that
respects the
differences

yet speaks _
to all. bridge across different faiths without

problem is far less pronounced. So it is
not unusual to see Shinto priests bless-
ing new car models at the Mazda head-
quarters or Mary Kay of Mary Kay
Cosmetics making references to God
in her speeches without negative
repercussions from employees. The
challenge for multi-faith organizations is
that their leadership must be able to

antagonizing any particular one.

I am convinced that this norm of respect for
other faiths is one of the primary reasons why spir-
ituality is so rarely discussed at work. It is certainly not
due toa lack of religiously or spiritual ly-minded CEOs.
For example, in a recent Fortune article, Sanford
McDonald of the McDonald Douglas Corporation and
Ken Olsen, founder of Digital Equipment, along with
others were described as freely discussing their spiri-
tual convictions in interviews but simultaneously
reluctant to impose a religious or spiritual philosophy
on their organizations. In a Forbes survey of 100 busi-
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ness executives, 65 percent said that they worshipped
regularly at a church or synagogue. This compares
with a national average of only 40 percent. So while
many executives are spiritually inclined, they, like
most of us, prefer to leave their spiritual side outside
the office door.

A further outcome of this norm is a societal aver-
sion we have towards individuals who actively promote
their faith. We call them zealots or evangelists. This
translates into a concern shared by many execu-
tives who fear being labeled “evangelical” if
they speak too publically about their spiri-
tuality. They fear that employees will sud-
denly see the boss as a missionary trying
to save souls.

The second barrier to workplace
spirituality has to do with the expecta-
tions we hold for spiritual people in
leadership positions. Many business
executives and managers | know are
spiritual people. Yet they feel less than
competent in discussing how spirituality
might help their organizations. They have
few role models to show how they might link
the business and spiritual worlds. Instead, role
models tend to be individuals like Mother Teresa. But
these role models are so lofty and so removed from
the world of business that many managers feel very
“unspiritual” in comparison. They tell themselves that
they lack sufficient experience to speak competently
about spirituality. As a result, public spiritual practice
is seen as something reserved for those trained to do
such activities such as ministers and rabbis.

The challenge is to recast our expectations in new
ways that allow us to see that, in our own way, many of
us may already possess sufficient spiritual compe-
tence to begin engaging both our colleagues and our
organizations. But let us say that we overcame these
hurdles, that we felt sufficiently grounded in our spiri-
tuality and wished to live out that commitment in our
work. How might we apply it as leaders?

How Leaders Apply Spirituality
To Their Workplace

Spirituality can influence leaders in at least two
directions. One is an inward process involving self-
reflection and the development of a state-of-mind.
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The other is an outward responsibility to create a
meaningful organizational mission and to develop the
talent around us.

| recently attended a leadership program that the
University of Southern California hosts for its out-
standing graduate students. Part of the program
involved talks by successful community leaders about
their own leadership experiences. When the students
were polled as to what aspects of the leaders’ presen-
tations made the greatest impression, their con-
sistent and remarkable response was—the
spiritual side of each leader. For example,
one leader had discussed how he used
daily meditation to bring a sense of per-
spective and balance into his and his
organization’s life. Another discussed
how prayer played a critical role in guid-
ing his actions and life choices. It was
remarkable to see how inward reflec-
tion and contemplation played such a
balancing role in their lives and in their
effectiveness as leaders. Yet none of
these individuals were religious leaders,
but instead, leaders of businesses and educa-
tional institutions.

As we know, all the great spiritual traditions have a
practice of contemplation, whether it be prayer or med-
itation. The objective, literally, is to transform oneself.
That might mean seeking help beyond oneself in an
evening prayer to God. Or it might take the form of tran-
quil detachment from one’s stresses or one’s ego by
meditation on a mantra. Leaders need such moments.
The dilemma for most leaders is that they are extro-
verts. They love the world of action. But constant action
can sometimes mean self-inflicted stress, little time to
truly learn from one’s actions, bruised interpersonal
relations, and few opportunities to check a strong ego.
Through inward reflection, leaders can temper the
magnitude of their stress, maintain a healthy aware-
ness of their fallibility, and reconnect to a larger world
and their deeper obligations toiit.

Gerald May, a director of the Shalem Institute,
reminds us as well that the critical advantages of con-
templation are the links back into our actions:
“..[Contemplation] means immediate presence in the
world, directly perceiving things as they really
are...Contemplation practices often involve silence to
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cut through projections, prejudices, and preoccupa-
tions and to be more fully conscious of and responsive
to the deep spiritual currents of life. But authentic cop-
templation always finds its way into action...(p.11).”

The second inward dimension has to do with a
state of mind. This involves seeing daily life as having a
spiritual component. Thomas Moore, in his recent
book Care of Soul explains that: “Spirituality is seeded,
germinates, sprouts and blossoms in the mundane. [t
is to be found in the smallest of daily activities”
(p. 219). Any action that shows respect and care for
the gift and beauty of life and for the well-being of the
planet is spiritual.

By imagining that work is somehow completely
divorced from the spiritual world is one of the great
illusions of modern time. It is this false dichotomy that
spiritually-guided leaders overcome. Theirs is a minis-
tery of everyday life. Leaders can perform this min-
istry of everyday life in many ways such as adhering to
ethical standards or donating company resources
to charities or being protective of the environ-

ment. But they can also minister as individ- As role
models,

leaders are
setting the
tone in terms

uals who create meaningful work commu-
nities, who are role models by their
actions, and who help others to fulfill

their gifts and talents,
In this outer world of activity, two of
arenas of leadership are especially eth

deserving of attention. The first is role-
modeling. The second is crafting a meaning-
ful enterprise. As role models, leaders are set-
ting the tone in terms of values, ethics, and
interperson al relations. Essentially, their actions
define, to a significant extent, the type of workplace
community that is desired. As Moore explains, leaders
have an opportunity to create “convivial” workplace
communities. The word itself is derived from the Latin
“convivium” meaning “living together.” The term con-
veys the sense of a relationship where people and
ideas can live together, enjoy one another, and be chal-
lenged and learn from each other's differences. Itis a
place where variety and difference are celebrated
and, in turn, produce positive and rich outcomes, This,
of course, would be the ideal community that spiritual-
ly-guided leaders would seek to create.

The spiritually-guided workplace is also a place for

interpersonal
relations.
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growth and development. For leaders, this means
playing the role of mentor or people-developer. For
example, each of us is given certain gifts and apti-
tudes—most of which were given to better humankind
in some form or fashion whether it be through ser-
vices that ease suffering or products that make life
more wonderful. To help us realize these aptitudes,
we often need others to guide, to nourish, and to
instill confidence in us. When a leader takes the time
and care to help develop others by instruction or by
challenging tasks, they are essentially acting in a spiri-
tual role. They are caring for the gift of life given to us
and nourishing its potential to help society. George
Wythe is today a relatively obscure name. But he is an
example of an individual who played the role of men-
tor to someone who ultimately nourished and created
a remarkable nation.

You see, Wythe was the mentor of Thomas
Jefferson, during Jefferson’s time as a young lawyer. [t
was Wythe who encouraged him to apply his tal-

ents towards government despite
Jefferson’s inclination to simply be a
Virginia scholar residing at Monticello,
The second outward task of leadership
is to give meaning to the organization's
purpose. Here we come to the idea of
values, vision or mission that we now know is
ics, and S0 central to effective leadership. The
spiritually-guided leader sincerely seeks
a mission that is highly meaningful for
both themselves and for staff. At the same

time, the effective leader’s vision cannot be a
naively idealistic one in terms of ignoring the financial
well-being of their organization. This is one of the
great tensions for the spiritually-guided leader, They
are running an enterprise that competes against oth-
ers and that more often has demanding customers
and marketplaces. So the wise leader is a pragmatic
idealist. He or she knows how to hold the tensions
between shortsighted markets and long range aspirat
ions.

For many of the spiritually-guided leaders
described earlier in this article, their mission is to
provide a product and an organization that helps both
society and their employees. For example, Tom
Chappell of Tom’s of Maine, a manufacturer of natural
health products, describes his mission: “I'm trying to
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link what I'm doing to the environment and the com-
munity. That's what we do at Tom's of Maine, with no
money. We take marketshare and shelf space away
from P&G and Colgate on a daily basis, and we do it
without money and muscle, both of which they have
plenty. We take it away with a product that meets the
expectations and aspirations of a particular customer
who shares our values.” Mary Kay consistently
describes the mission of her cosmetics company as a
vehicle to help women develop self-esteem and their
professional talents.

What these leaders do is to tap into our search for
meaning. This sojourn is one of the greatest and most
important of our spiritual journeys on this earth. As
leaders, part of our mission is therefore to provide
opportunities for staff to make a meaningful differ-
ence in this world. On the other hand, the challenge to
us as leaders is to create and sustain organizations
that, indeed, make a meaningful contribution to soci-
etyand to employees—and do so profitably. i
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