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It’s common to say that trees come from seeds. But how could

a tiny seed create a huge tree? Seeds do not contain the

resources needed to grow a tree. These must come from the

medium or environment within which the tree grows. But the

seed does provide something that is crucial: a place where the

whole of the tree starts to form. As resources such as water and

nutrients are drawn in, the seed organizes the process that gen-

erates growth. In a sense, the seed is a gateway through which

the future possibility of the living tree emerges.
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Introduction

Although  the  four  of  us  come  from  quite  different  back-

grounds, we  do  share  one  thing  in  common: we  have  all

been part of extraordinary moments of collective awaken-

ing, and seen the consequent changes in large social systems. 

One of those moments occurred in South Africa in 1990. Peter was

in the hill country north of Johannesburg, coleading a three-day lead-

ership workshop that had been offered for fifteen years, but never in

South  Africa.  His  colleagues  included  a  black  South  African  and  a

white South African who were being trained to lead the program on

their own in the future. There were thirty people attending; half were

white  business  executives  and  half,  black  community  organizers.

Many took personal risks to participate in the program. 

On the last day of the program, the group heard that President 

3
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F. W. de Klerk was going to give a speech, so they took a break and

gathered in front of a television set to watch. This turned out to be the

famous  speech  that  set  into motion  the  ending  of  apartheid.  In  the

middle, de Klerk began to list all the previously banned black organi-

zations that were now being “unbanned.” Anne Loetsebe, one of the

community leaders, was listening with rapt attention. Her face lit up

as de Klerk read the name of each organization: the African National

Congress  (ANC),  the  Pan  Africanist  Conference,  and  so  on.

Afterwards, she said that as each organization was mentioned, she saw

in  her  mind’s  eye  the  faces  of  different  relatives  who  had  been

detained and would now be coming home.

After the speech the group reconvened and completed the program

as usual. Later that afternoon, they watched, as was the custom in the

program, a video of Martin Luther King, Jr.’s “I have a dream” speech.

This had been banned in South Africa and many of the participants had

never seen  it before. Finally,  the program closed with a “check-out”

that gave each person a chance to say whatever he or she wanted. The

first four people made lovely comments about how meaningful it had

been for them to be there and what they had learned about themselves

and about  leadership. The  fifth person  to  speak was a  tall  Afrikaans

business executive. This man, like many of his business colleagues, had

been reserved and shown little emotion during the program. He now

stood and turned to look directly at Anne. “I want you to know that I

was  raised  to  think  that  you were  an  animal,”  he  said.  And  then he

began to cry. Anne just held him in her gaze and nodded. 

“As I watched this,” says Peter, “I ‘saw’ a huge knot become untied.

I don’t know how to describe it except to say it was as if a rope sim-

ply became untied and broke apart. I knew intuitively that what had

been holding him and so many others prisoners of the past was break-

ing. They were becoming free. Even though Nelson Mandela was still

in the Robben Island prison and free elections were still four years in

4 Presence
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the future, from that moment I never had any doubt that significant

and lasting change would occur in South Africa.” 

For many years, we four have shared a common desire to under-

stand better how such moments and the underlying forces for change

they signal come about. We felt that what we had written in the past,

at  best, described  the words but  left  the music  largely  in  the back-

ground. Contemporary theories of change seemed, paradoxically, nei-

ther narrow enough nor broad enough. The changes in which we will

be called upon to participate  in  the  future will be both deeply per-

sonal and inherently systemic. Yet, the deeper dimensions of transfor-

mational change represent a largely unexplored territory both in cur-

rent management research and in our understanding of leadership in

general. As Otto puts it, “This blind spot concerns not the what and

how—not what leaders do and how they do it—but the who: who we

are and the inner place or source from which we operate, both indi-

vidually and collectively.” 

Of Parts and Wholes

Everything we  have  to  say  in  Presence starts with  understanding  the

nature  of wholes,  and  how  parts  and wholes  are  interrelated. Our

normal way of  thinking  cheats  us.  It  leads  us  to  think  of wholes  as

made up of many parts, the way a car is made up of wheels, a chassis,

and a drive train. In this way of thinking, the whole is assembled from

the parts and depends upon them to work effectively. If a part is bro-

ken,  it must  be  repaired  or  replaced. This  is  a  very  logical  way  of

thinking about machines. But living systems are different. 

Unlike machines, living systems, such as your body or a tree, cre-

ate themselves. They are not mere assemblages of their parts but are

continually growing and changing along with their elements. Almost

Introduction 5
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two  hundred  years  ago,  Goethe,  the  German  writer  and  scientist,

argued that this meant we had to think very differently about wholes

and parts. 

For Goethe, the whole was something dynamic and living that con-

tinually  comes  into  being  “in  concrete  manifestations.”1 A  part,  in

turn, was a manifestation of the whole, rather than just a component

of it. Neither exists without the other. The whole exists through con-

tinually manifesting in the parts, and the parts exist as embodiments

of the whole. 

The inventor Buckminster Fuller was fond of holding up his hand

and asking people, “What is this?” Invariably, they would respond, “It’s

a hand.” He would then point out that the cells that made up that hand

were continually dying and regenerating themselves. What seems tan-

gible is continually changing: in fact, a hand is completely re-created

within a year or so. So when we see a hand—or an entire body or any

living system—as a static “thing,” we are mistaken. “What you see is

not a hand,” said Fuller. “It is a ‘pattern integrity,’ the universe’s capa-

bility to create hands.” 

For Fuller, this “pattern integrity” was the whole of which each par-

ticular hand  is  a concrete manifestation. Biologist Rupert Sheldrake

calls  the  underlying  organizing  pattern  the  formative  field  of  the

organism. “In self-organizing systems at all levels of complexity,” says

Sheldrake,  “there  is  a  wholeness  that  depends  on  a  characteristic

organizing  field  of  that  system,  its  morphic  field.”2 Moreover,

Sheldrake says, the generative field of a living system extends into its

environment and connects the two. For example, every cell contains

identical DNA information for the larger organism, yet cells also dif-

ferentiate  as  they mature—into  eye,  or  heart,  or  kidney  cells. This

happens because cells develop a kind of  social  identity according  to

their immediate context and what is needed for the health of the larg-

er organism. When a cell’s morphic field deteriorates, its awareness of

the  larger  whole  deteriorates.  A  cell  that  loses  its  social  identity

6 Presence

www.irpublicpolicy.ir



 

reverts  to  blind  undifferentiated  cell  division, which  can  ultimately

threaten the life of the larger organism. It is what we know as cancer.

To appreciate the relationship between parts and wholes  in living

systems, we do not need to study nature at the microscopic level. If

you gaze up at the nighttime sky, you see all of the sky visible from

where you stand. Yet the pupil of your eye, fully open, is less than a

centimeter across. Somehow, light from the whole of the sky must be

present in the small space of your eye. And if your pupil were only half

as large, or only one quarter as large, this would still be so. Light from

the entirety of the nighttime sky is present in every space—no matter

how small. This  is exactly  the same phenomenon evident  in a holo-

gram. The three-dimensional image created by interacting laser beams

can be cut in half indefinitely, and each piece, no matter how small,

will  still  contain  the  entire  image. This  reveals what  is  perhaps  the

most mysterious aspect of parts and wholes: as physicist Henri Bortoft

says, “Everything is in everything.”3

When we eventually grasp the wholeness of nature, it can be shock-

ing. In nature, as Bortoft puts it, “The part is a place for the presenc-

ing of the whole.”4 This is the awareness that is stolen from us when 

we accept the machine worldview of wholes assembled from replace-

able parts.

The Emergence of Living Institutions

Nowhere  is  it more  important  to  understand  the  relation  between

parts and wholes than in the evolution of global institutions and the

larger  systems  they collectively create.  Arie de Geus, author of The

Living Company5 and  a  pioneer  of  the  organizational  learning move-

ment, says that the twentieth century witnessed the emergence of a

new species on earth—that of large institutions, notably, global cor-

porations. This  is  a  historic development. Prior  to  the  last  hundred

Introduction 7
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8 Presence

years,  there were  few  examples  of  globe-spanning  institutions.  But

today, global  institutions are proliferating seemingly without bound,

along with the global infrastructures for finance, distribution and sup-

ply, and communication they create.

This  new  species’  expansion  is  affecting  life  for  almost  all  other

species on the planet. Historically, no individual, tribe, or even nation

could possibly alter the global climate, destroy thousands of species,

or  shift  the  chemical  balance  of  the  atmosphere. Yet  that  is  exactly

what  is happening  today, as our  individual actions are mediated and

magnified  through  the  growing network of  global  institutions. That

network determines what technologies are developed and how they

are  applied.  It  shapes  political  agendas  as  national  governments

respond to the priorities of global business,  international  trade, and

economic development. It is reshaping social realities as it divides the

world between those who benefit from the new global economy and

those who do not.  And  it  is  propagating  a  global  culture of  instant

communication, individualism, and material acquisition that threatens

traditional family, religious, and social structures. In short, the emer-

gence of global  institutions represents a dramatic shift  in the condi-

tions for life on the planet. 

It may seem odd to think about titanic forces such as globalization

and the  information revolution as arising  from the actions of a new

species. But it is also empowering. Rather than attributing the changes

sweeping the world to a handful of all-powerful individuals or faceless

“systems,” we can view them as the consequences of a life-form that,

like  any  life  form, has  the potential  to grow,  learn,  and evolve. But

until that potential is activated, industrial age institutions will contin-

ue to expand blindly, unaware of their part in a larger whole or of the

consequences of their growth, like cells that have lost their social iden-

tity and reverted to growth for its own sake.

The species of global institutions reshaping the world includes non-
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business  organizations  as  well.  Today,  for  example,  it’s  possible  to

enter an urban school in China or India or Brazil and immediately rec-

ognize  a  way  of  organizing  education  that  has  become  completely

taken for granted in the West. Students sit passively in separate class-

rooms. Everything is coordinated by a predetermined plan, with bells

and whistles marking time, and tests and plans to keep things moving

like  one  giant  assembly  line  throughout  each  hour,  day,  and  year.

Indeed, it was the assembly line that inspired the industrial age school

design, with the aim of producing a uniform, standardized product as

efficiently  as  possible.  Though  the  need  to  encourage  thoughtful,

knowledgeable,  compassionate  global  citizens  in  the  twenty-first

century differs profoundly from the need to train factory workers in

the nineteenth century, the industrial age school continues to expand,

largely unaffected by the realities within which children are growing

up in the present day. 

As Buckminster Fuller pointed out, a living system continually re-

creates itself. But how this occurs in social systems such as global insti-

tutions depends on both our individual and collective level of aware-

ness. For example, each individual school is both a whole unto itself

and a part, a place for the “presencing” of the larger educational sys-

tem.  So,  too,  is  each  individual  member  of  the  school:  teachers,

administrators,  students,  and parents.  In particular,  adults  carry  the

memory,  expectations,  and  emotions  of  their  own  experience  as

schoolchildren. The same holds true in businesses: the organization’s

members  become  vehicles  for  presencing  the  prevailing  systems  of

management because those systems are most familiar. As long as our

thinking  is governed by habit—notably by  industrial, “machine age”

concepts such as control, predictability, standardization, and “faster is

better”—we will continue to re-create institutions as they have been,

despite their disharmony with the larger world, and the need of all liv-

ing systems to evolve.

Introduction 9
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In short, the basic problem with the new species of global institu-

tions is that they have not yet become aware of themselves as living.

Once they do, they can then become a place for the presencing of the

whole as it might be, not just as it has been. 

New Ways of Thinking About Learning

Our actions are most likely to revert to what is habitual when we are

in a state of fear or anxiety. Collective actions are no different. Even

as conditions in the world change dramatically, most businesses, gov-

ernments, schools, and other large organizations, driven by fear, con-

tinue to take the same kinds of  institutional actions that they always

have. 

This does not mean that no learning occurs. But it is a limited type

of learning: learning how best to react to circumstances we see our-

selves as having had no hand in creating. Reactive learning is governed

by “downloading” habitual ways of thinking, of continuing to see the

world within the familiar categories we’re comfortable with. We dis-

count  interpretations  and options  for  action  that  are different  from

10 Presence

Reactive Learning

All learning integrates thinking and doing. In reactive learning, thinking is

governed by established mental models and doing is governed by estab-

lished habits of action.
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those we know and trust. We act to defend our interests. In reactive

learning, our actions are actually reenacted habits, and we invariably

end up reinforcing pre-established mental models. Regardless of the

outcome, we end up being “right.” At best, we get better at what we

have always done. We remain secure in the cocoon of our own world-

view, isolated from the larger world.

But different types of learning are possible. More than seven years

ago, Joseph and Otto began interviewing leading scientists, and busi-

ness  and  social  entrepreneurs. Those  interviews—which  now  total

more than 150—often began by asking each person, “What question

lies at the heart of your work?” Together, the two groups illuminated

a type of learning that could lead to the creation of a world not gov-

erned primarily by habit.

All  learning  integrates  thinking  and  doing.  All  learning  is  about

how we interact in the world and the types of capacities that develop

from our interactions. What differs is the depth of the awareness and

Introduction 11

Deeper Levels of Learning

Deeper levels of learning create increasing awareness of the larger whole—

both as it is and as it is evolving—and actions that increasingly become part

of creating alternative futures.
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the consequent  source of action.  If  awareness never reaches beyond

superficial  events  and  current  circumstances,  actions  will  be  reac-

tions. If, on the other hand, we penetrate more deeply to see the larg-

er  wholes  that  generate  “what  is”  and  our  own  connection  to  this

wholeness, the source and effectiveness of our actions can change dra-

matically.

In  talking  with  pioneering  scientists,  we  found  extraordinary

insights into our latent capacity for deeper seeing and the effects such

awareness can have on our understanding, our sense of self, and our

sense  of  belonging  in  the world.  In  talking with  entrepreneurs, we

found extraordinary clarity regarding what it means to act in the serv-

ice of what is emerging so that new intuitions and insights create new

realities. But we also  found  that  for  the most part, neither of  these

groups talks with the other. We came to realize that both groups are

really talking about the same process—the process whereby we learn

to “presence”  an emerging whole,  to become what George Bernard

Shaw called “a force of nature.”

The Field of the Future

The key to the deeper levels of learning is that the larger living wholes

of which we are an active part are not inherently static. Like all living

systems, they both conserve features essential to their existence and

seek to evolve. When we become more aware of the dynamic whole,

we also become more aware of what is emerging. 

Jonas Salk, the inventor of the polio vaccine, spoke of tapping into

the continually unfolding “dynamism” of the universe, and experienc-

ing its evolution as “an active process that . . . I can guide by the choic-

es I make.”6 He felt that this ability had enabled him to reject common

wisdom and develop a vaccine that eventually saved millions of lives.
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Many of  the entrepreneurs we  interviewed had  successfully  created

multiple businesses and organizations. Consistently, each felt that the

entrepreneurial ability was an expression of the capacity to sense an

emerging reality and to act in harmony with it. As W. Brian Arthur,

noted  economist  of  the  Santa  Fe  Institute,  put  it,  “Every  profound

innovation is based on an inward-bound journey, on going to a deep-

er place where knowing comes to the surface.” 

This  inward-bound  journey  lies  at  the  heart  of  all  creativity,

whether  in  the  arts,  in  business,  or  in  science. Many  scientists  and

inventors, like artists and entrepreneurs, live in a paradoxical state of

great confidence and profound humility—knowing that their choices

and actions matter and feeling guided by forces beyond their making.

Their work is to “release the hand from the marble that holds it pris-

oner,” as Michelangelo put it. They know that their actions are vital to

this  accomplishment,  but  they  also  feel  that  the  hand “wants  to  be

released.”

Can living institutions learn to tap into a larger field to guide them

toward what is healthy for the whole? What understanding and capac-

ities will this require of people individually and collectively?

Presence

We’ve come to believe that the core capacity needed to access the

field of the future is presence. We first thought of presence as being

fully conscious and aware in the present moment. Then we began to

appreciate presence as deep listening, of being open beyond one’s pre-

conceptions and historical ways of making sense. We came to see the

importance of letting go of old identities and the need to control and,

as Salk said, making choices to serve the evolution of life. Ultimately,

we came to see all  these aspects of presence as  leading to a state of
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“letting come,” of consciously participating in a larger field for change.

When this happens, the field shifts, and the forces shaping a situation

can  move  from  re-creating  the  past  to  manifesting  or  realizing  an

emerging future. 

Through our  interviews, we’ve discovered similarities  to shifts  in

awareness that have been recognized in spiritual traditions around the

world for thousands of years. For example, in esoteric Christian tra-

ditions  such shifts are associated with “grace” or “revelation” or “the

Holy Spirit.” Taoist theory speaks of the transformation of vital ener-

gy (qing, pronounced “ching”)  into subtle life force (qi, pronounced

“chi”), and into spiritual energy (shin). This process involves an essen-

tial quieting of the mind that Buddhists call “cessation,” wherein the

normal flow of thoughts ceases and the normal boundaries between

self and world dissolve. In Hindu traditions, this shift is called whole-

ness or oneness. In the mystic traditions of Islam, such as Sufism, it is

known  simply  as  “opening  the  heart.”  Each  tradition  describes  this

shift a little differently, but all recognize it as being central to person-

al cultivation or maturation. 

Despite its importance, as far as we know there is relatively little

written in spiritual or religious traditions about this shift as a collec-

tive phenomenon or about collectively cultivating the capacity for this

shift. Yet many of our interviewees had experienced dramatic changes

in  working  groups  and,  in  some  cases,  in  larger  organizations  and

social  systems.  Some  of  the  theorists  had  even  developed  ways  of

thinking about this that transcended the dichotomy between individ-

ual and collective. 

In the end, we concluded that understanding presence and the pos-

sibilities  of  larger  fields  for  change  can  come only  from many  per-

spectives—from the emerging science of living systems, from the cre-

ative  arts,  from  profound  organizational  change  experiences,  and

from direct contact with the generative capacities of nature. Virtually
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all indigenous or native cultures have regarded nature or the universe

or Mother Earth as the ultimate teacher. At few points in history has

the need to rediscover this teacher been greater. 

About This Book

The four of us were drawn to work together from different directions.

Building  on  his  earlier  work  on  organizational  learning,  Peter  has

devoted  his  energies  for  twenty-five  years  to  encouraging  learning

communities—developing capacities among diverse organizations to

collaborate in order to accomplish changes that would be impossible

for  those organizations  to  achieve  individually. Otto’s  initial  experi-

ences with large-scale change date to his efforts as a grassroots activist

during the latter days of the Cold War in Berlin, engaged in establish-

ing networks of relationships across the East-West divide in Europe.

Joseph has been  an entrepreneur  for much of his  life,  cofounding  a

major  law  firm  and  then  devoting  his  energies  to  creating  the

American Leadership Forum, a national network for developing ser-

vant  leaders.  He  later was  responsible  for  scenario  planning  at  the

Royal Dutch/Shell Group of Companies, where he first worked with

Betty Sue. Betty Sue’s lifelong interest has been the power of the sto-

ries we  tell  in  shaping  the  reality we  experience.  As  a  professor of

English literature and a specialist in myth, she has undertaken diverse

projects such as collaborating with Joseph Campbell and Bill Moyers

on the well-known Power of Myth television series, and working with

Shell  scenario writers  in  creating  evocative  stories  of  the  future  to

help managers see their present reality more clearly. 

As  we  talked  and  shared  our  stories,  we  came  to  believe  that  a

growing number of people in diverse institutional settings were hav-

ing similar experiences of profound collective change, and were ask-
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ing similar questions. In part, we came to this belief when we began

to  study Otto  and  Joseph’s  interviews  together  in  the  fall  of  2000.

Gradually, we realized that the interviews offered both significant cor-

roboration and, more important, clarification of our firsthand experi-

ences. A theory Otto had been developing on “presencing” of differ-

ent  levels  of  perception  and  change7 began  to merge with  Joseph’s

ongoing work on “sensing and actualizing new realities,”8 and eventu-

ally a number of working and technical papers were produced.9 But,

most important, the theory started to come to life as we found our-

selves drawn into a web of synchronous events that were difficult to

explain. It seemed as though we too were becoming part of a future

“seeking to emerge.”

In organizing this book, we have sought to convey the experience

of our work together as well as the results. The four of us often appear

as “characters” talking with one another, telling stories, and exploring

our different points of view, woven together with ideas and perspec-

tives from the interviews conducted by Joseph and Otto. All quotes

that  are not  referenced come  from those  interviews.10 The  flow of

ideas more or  less  traces  the  flow of our  conversations  and experi-

ences and the theory, or way of seeing, that gradually emerged from

those  conversations.  But  while  the  conversations  themselves  took

place over a year and a half, it took close to two more years for the

four of us to write this book. 

The first three parts of the book correspond to the process of deep-

ening collective learning as we have come to understand it. This starts

with learning to see, moves on to opening to a new awareness of what

is emerging and our part in it, and finally leads to action that sponta-

neously serves and is supported by the evolving whole. The fourth and

final section places this deeper learning in the context of a more inte-

grative science, spirituality, and practice of leadership.

Above all,  this book  is about a  theory and our  journey to under-
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stand  that  theory. Midway  through  our work  together we  began  to

understand  the  theory  more  clearly. When  this  happens,  authors,

especially authors of books or articles about leadership, organizations,

and social change, usually choose to spare their readers the messiness

and uncertainty of their journey. Instead, they lay out all their ideas up

front  and  then  progress  very  logically  through  exposition,  illustra-

tions,  implications,  and  conclusions. We  chose  not  to  do  that  and

instead have left the chronology of our experience roughly intact—in

part to keep touch with a journey that continues and in part because

to do otherwise would suggest a level of understanding that we can-

not yet claim. 

In blending our theory and our story, we hope to encourage others

to join in the journey with curiosity, skepticism, and vulnerability. We

don’t  have  answers.  After  much  effort,  confusion  and  ambiguity

remain—undoubtedly in part because of our own ignorance, but per-

haps also because of the timeless mystery that sits at the heart of what

we have learned.
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1. 

The Requiem Scenario

November 2000

The four of us were sitting in a circle in the study of Otto’s

home on Maple Avenue in Cambridge, Massachusetts.

Outside, a light snow was falling. Inside, under the windows,

Otto had placed bright red poinsettias. The walls were covered with

charts, several with a large U drawn on them. Books were neatly

stacked everywhere, and in one corner a computer hummed quietly.

�
“When Otto said that Jurassic Park was written in this house, I couldn’t

help thinking how ironic it was, given our conversations,” said Betty

Sue. “Now here we are sitting in the ‘house of the dinosaurs’ talking
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about a real-life nightmare scenario: the destruction of our environ-

ment; the growing social divide between rich and poor; the potential

dangers of things like biotechnology; and escalating violence around

the world.” 

“Isn’t it ironic the way people talk about dinosaurs?” Peter said.

“Today we say an organization is ‘just like a dinosaur’ when we mean

it’s slow and can’t adjust to change. But you know, the dinosaurs did

manage to survive over a hundred times longer than humans have so

far. Whatever beings might take our place here in the future will prob-

ably say, ‘Just like the human beings—too bad they didn’t have the

adaptive capabilities of dinosaurs!’” 

Betty Sue shuddered. “Hearing human beings talked about in the

past tense like that is terribly chilling. I guess we all know that since

we have the means to destroy ourselves, it’s possible that we will. The

unthinkable is possible, but it’s still very difficult to consider. The poet

Auden said, ‘We must love one another or die.’ No one thinks we’re

very close to loving one another just yet, but we also don’t seem will-

ing to consider the consequences of not doing so.” 

“And that’s why we don’t change,” Peter replied. “I was speaking at

a conference on business and the environment last week, and stayed at

a conference center that I first visited twenty years ago. This center

hosts a conference every year at which a prestigious environmental

sustainability award is given, so you would expect it to be a showcase

for environmentally sound practices, but I’m sure this place generates

more waste per customer than they did twenty years ago. 

“Everything is individually wrapped—coffee, sugar, shampoo—

and each container will be thrown away. The materials used in the

room were no more environmentally sound then they had been twen-

ty years ago—the wood hadn’t been sustainably harvested, the plas-

tics and materials couldn’t be recycled, and the appliances couldn’t be 

remanufactured. I had asked for a room where I could open the 
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windows. They didn’t have any because they relied on central air-

conditioning and heating. The electricity that drove the air condition-

ing undoubtedly came mostly from power plants that burned coal and

other fossil fuels—heating up the earth in order to cool off our

rooms. Then I saw this silly little bar of soap, individually wrapped.

Somehow it epitomized the whole situation. 

“Those soaps end up being ninety percent wasted—waste that is

completely unnecessary. They could easily be replaced by liquid soap

dispensers that create almost no waste. There are even biodegradable

liquid soaps now. One is manufactured by a supplier in Sweden, part-

ly owned by Scandic, which has gone from a mediocre, financially

strapped business to one of Sweden’s most financially successful hotel

chains, in part through its commitment to ‘the sustainable hotel

room.’ There’s no reason being environmentally smart can’t be good

for business as well—at least in Sweden. 

“So I stood there looking at this little bar of soap, listening to my air

conditioner whir in the background, feeling angrier and angrier, and

wondered why this American conference center still hadn’t learned in

twenty years what the Swedish hotel chain had learned in a few years.

Why were we even still bothering to hold conferences about environ-

mental business practices? Do we Americans care at all about the

effects we’re having on the natural environment that all life must

share? Then I saw the only artifact of environmental consciousness in

the whole room—a little card that said, ‘In order to help the envi-

ronment, we won’t do your linens if you don’t ask us to.’ Give me a

break! After twenty years, all we’ve accomplished is they won’t wash

our linens if we don’t ask them to!” 

“We’ve all known the frustration and discouragement you were

feeling,” said Betty Sue. “At least I have. But are you saying that we

avoid these issues to avoid the discouragement?”

“Not quite.” Peter paused and continued quietly, “I had a difficult
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meditation this morning. It was very disturbing, as sometimes they

are. I seemed to be in touch with an extraordinary fear—just the fear

by itself, no thoughts or associations. 

“This fear is probably present more than I’m willing to see, except

when it suddenly pokes through like it did this morning. The anger I

felt at the hotel came from this deeper fear. I’ve known about the

threats to the environment for so long—but the changes we’ve made

are so small, given what’s needed and what we’re capable of achiev-

ing. 

“If the future is going to be different, we have to go far beyond

these little piecemeal gestures and begin to see the systems in which

we’re embedded—and I guess I have doubts if we’re up for this. The

question isn’t, ‘Do you want your bed linens changed?’ It’s more like,

‘Do you want to change the way you live?’ But this question sits on

top of an immense fear, and I think that, Betty Sue, is one reason we

prefer not to think, or talk, about these things.”

Joseph leaned forward. “But isn’t that why we’re here? Haven’t we

come together to answer one fundamental question: Why don’t we

change? What would it take to shift the whole?”

“We don’t change because we think we’re immortal.” Otto’s tone

was matter-of-fact. “Like teenagers, we might be afraid, but we still

think we’ll go on forever.”

“Perhaps that’s true,” said Joseph, shaking his head. “I recently read

an article that’s been circulating in the foundation community written

by a man named Jack Miles, a senior adviser to the J. Paul Getty Trust,

called ‘Global Requiem.’1 It’s a speculation about what would happen

if we started to realize that humankind might not overcome these

problems, that we might not develop a sustainable society—that the

human race might perish. It’s an exploration of the unthinkable.”

“But don’t scenarios like that evoke the very fear Peter is talking

about?” Otto asked. “As he showed, this sort of fear is usually met by

denial or simply makes us feel hopeless.”
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“But that doesn’t have to happen,” Joseph replied. “I’ve seen many

instances where imagining alternative futures, even negative futures,

can actually open people up.” 

“Scenarios can alter people’s awareness,” Betty Sue agreed. “If

they’re used artfully, people actually begin to think about a future that

they’ve ignored or denied. The key is to see the different future not as

inevitable, but as one of several genuine possibilities. 

“Maybe if people really believed we could be headed for extinction,

we would do collectively what many people do individually when they

know they may actually die—we would suddenly see our lives very

clearly.”

“If we could actually face our collective mortality—and simply tell

the truth about the fear, rather than avoiding it—perhaps something

would shift,” said Peter. 

“Several years ago in one of our leadership workshops, a Jamaican

man from the World Bank named Fred told a story that moved people

very deeply. A few years earlier he had been diagnosed with a termi-

nal disease. After consulting a number of doctors, who all confirmed

the diagnosis, he went through what everyone does in that situation.

For weeks he denied it. But gradually, with the help of friends, he

came to grips with the fact that he was only going to live a few more

months. ‘Then something amazing happened,’ he said. ‘I simply

stopped doing everything that wasn’t essential, that didn’t matter. I

started working on projects with kids that I’d always wanted to do. I

stopped arguing with my mother. When someone cut me off in traffic

or something happened that would have upset me in the past, I didn’t

get upset. I just didn’t have the time to waste on any of that.’ 

“Near the end of this period, Fred began a wonderful new rela-

tionship with a woman who thought that he should get more opinions

about his condition. He consulted some doctors in the States and soon

after got a phone call saying, ‘We have a different diagnosis.’ The doc-

tor told him he had a rare form of a very curable disease. And then
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came the part of the story I’ll never forget. Fred said, ‘When I heard

this over the telephone, I cried like a baby—because I was afraid my

life would go back to the way it used to be.’ 

“It took a scenario that he was going to die for Fred to wake up. It

took that kind of shock for his life to be transformed. Maybe that’s

what needs to happen for all of us, for everyone who lives on Earth.

That could be what a requiem scenario offers us.”

There was silence for a moment. 

“You know,” said Joseph quietly, “When all is said and done, the only

change that will make a difference is the transformation of the human

heart.”
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2. 

Seeing Our Seeing

In the movie The Truman Show, actor Jim Carey plays a man whose

entire life is a television show, broadcast to millions, unknown to

Truman himself. From his point of view, he is just living his life.

In the middle of the movie, a group of reporters interview “the direc-

tor,” the Godlike figure played by Ed Harris who literally determines

Truman’s life—whether it’s going to rain or be sunny, the plot for the

next  week’s  story,  whether  or  not  things  will  turn  out  OK  for

Truman. One interviewer asks the director, “How do you explain that

Truman has never  figured out  that his whole  life  is  just  a  television

show?” The director responds, “We all accept reality as it is presented

to us.” 

Like Truman, our awareness presents itself to us as immediate and

unmistakable. A table. A book. A sentence or word. Yet there is always

much more than we “see.”1 In the table are also a factory and workers,
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a tree, a forest, water and soil, and rain clouds. Indeed, a book con-

tains all of these as well. And a simple word or sentence that moves us

speaks  of  a  lifetime—of  schools  and  teachers,  of  questions  and

dreams, of current problems and possibilities. With just the slightest

pause,  we  can  begin  to  appreciate  the  symphony  of  activities  and

experiences,  past  and  present,  that  come  together  in  each  simple

moment of awareness. Yet out of the symphony we typically hear only

one or two notes. And these, almost always, are the ones most famil-

iar to us. 

The  problems  that  arise  from  taking  our  everyday  awareness  as

“given” are anything but “merely philosophical,” especially when our

world is changing. 

In  the  early 1980s,  executives  from U.S.  auto  companies  started

making regular trips to Japan to find out why the Japanese automak-

ers were outperforming their U.S. counterparts. Speaking with one

Detroit executive after such a visit, Peter could see that the executive

hadn’t been impressed by the competition. “They didn’t show us real

plants,” the Detroit executive said. 

“Why do you say that?” Peter asked. 

“Because  there were no  inventories.  I’ve  seen plenty of  assembly

facilities in my life, and these were not real plants. They’d been staged

for our tour.” 

Within  a  few years,  it  became painfully  obvious  how wrong  this

assessment was. These managers had been exposed to a radically dif-

ferent  type  of  “just-in-time”  production  system,  and  they were  not

prepared to see what they were being exposed to. They were unpre-

pared for an assembly facility that didn’t have huge piles of inventory.2

What they saw was bounded by what they already knew. They hadn’t

developed the capacity for seeing with fresh eyes.

With  hindsight,  it’s  easy  to  dismiss  the  “seeing”  problem  of  the

Detroit  executives  as  idiosyncratic.  But  this  problem  is  universal.
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Most change initiatives that end up going nowhere don’t fail because

they lack grand visions and noble intentions. They fail because people

can’t see the reality they face. Likewise, studies of corporate mortali-

ty show that most Fortune 500 companies fail to outlast a few gener-

ations of management not because of resource constraints but because

they  are unable  to “see”  the  threats  they  face  and  the  imperative  to

change. “The signals of threat are always abundant and recognized by

many,” says Arie de Geus. “Yet somehow they fail to penetrate the cor-

porate immune system response to reject the unfamiliar.” 

The Capacity to Suspend

Seeing freshly starts with stopping our habitual ways of thinking and

perceiving. According to cognitive scientist Francisco Varela, devel-

oping  the  capacity  for  this  sort  of  stopping  involves  “suspension,

removing  ourselves  from  the  habitual  stream  [of  thought].” Varela

called suspension the first basic “gesture” in enhancing awareness. As

the noted physicist David Bohm used to say, “Normally, our thoughts

have us  rather  than we having  them.”3 Suspending does not  require

destroying  our  existing mental models  of  reality—which would  be

impossible even if we tried—or ignoring them. Rather, it entails what

Bohm called “hanging our assumptions in front of us.”4 By doing so,

we begin to notice our thoughts and mental models as the workings

of  our  own mind.  And  as we  become  aware  of  our  thoughts,  they

begin to have less influence on what we see. Suspension allows us to

“see our seeing.”

Sometimes it’s easier for people to understand suspension physical-

ly than conceptually. A very simple physical practice to appreciate sus-

pension starts with sitting on a chair and grabbing its sides. Now hold

the sides of the chair more tightly. You might even imagine that there
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is no gravity and that if you let go, you would float right up out of the

chair. Notice how your body feels as you hold tightly to the chair: the

tension  in  your  arms,  your  shoulders  and  back,  stomach  and  neck.

Now release your hold on the chair. Feel all these muscles relax. Often

we hold on to our thoughts in much the same way. Suspension starts

when we release the hold and simply notice our current thoughts, like

noticing the chair you are sitting on. The thoughts may not go away

immediately, but we no longer have as much energy tied up in hold-

ing on to them.

When we begin  to develop  a  capacity  for  suspension, we  almost

immediately  encounter  the  “fear,  judgment,  and  chattering  of  the

mind” that Michael Ray calls the “Voice of Judgment.” Ray, creator of

highly popular Stanford Business School courses on creativity,5 starts

with three assumptions: (1) that creativity “is essential for health, hap-

piness, and success in all areas of life, including business”; (2) that “cre-

ativity is within everyone”; and (3) that even though it’s within every-

one, it’s “covered over by the Voice of Judgement.”6

When Otto and Joseph  interviewed him, Ray recalled a study by

Howard Gardner’s Project Zero at Harvard that involved developing

intelligence  tests  for  babies. The  project  also  tested  older  subjects.

The researchers found that up to age four, almost all the children were

at the genius level, in terms of the multiple frames of intelligence that

Gardner talks about—spatial, kinesthetic, musical, interpersonal, math-

ematical, intrapersonal,  and  linguistic.  But  by  age  twenty,  the  per-

centage of children at genius level was down to 10 percent, and over

twenty, the genius level proportion of the subjects sank to 2 percent.7 

“Everyone asks, ‘Where did it go?’ It didn’t go anywhere; it’s cov-

ered over by the Voice of Judgment,” said Ray. “What we’re trying to

do is set up situations where people can attack the Voice of Judgment

and  access  their deeper  creativity.” Ray believes  that we  can  consis-

tently bring our creativity into our lives by “paying attention to it” and
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by building  the  capacity  to  suspend  the  judgments  that  arise  in our

mind (“That’s a stupid idea,” “You can’t do that”) that limit creativity. 

In practice,  suspension requires patience and a willingness not  to

impose preestablished frameworks or mental models on what we are

seeing.  If we  can  simply observe without  forming  conclusions  as  to

what  our observations mean  and  allow ourselves  to  sit with  all  the

seemingly unrelated bits and pieces of information we see, fresh ways

to understand a situation can eventually emerge. For example, when

the  economist  Brian  Arthur  and  his  colleague,  the  sociologist

Geoffrey McNicoll, were working  in Bangladesh  in  the 1970s,  they

spent months observing, gathering information, and “doing nothing.”

This was at a time when it was common for Western economists and

institutions  such  as  the World  Bank  to  analyze  needs  of  developing

countries such as Bangladesh by simply applying traditional economic

models  without  really  questioning  them.  Eventually,  Arthur  and

McNicoll  developed  a  fresh  understanding  of  how  “the  goals  and

structure of the whole” functioned, according to Arthur. They showed

how  conditions  such  as  landlessness  and  large  families  were  self-

reinforcing over  time and how standard “Band-Aid”  fixes prescribed

by  international  aid  institutions  only  served  to  “prop  up  the  status

quo.” What they saw was new, and the paper they wrote helped shift

the focus of these institutions toward addressing fundamental socioe-

conomic conditions rather than just standard economic indicators of

development.8

Suspending Together

The Voice of Judgment can stifle creativity for groups as surely as for

individuals.  It  is what we  typically  call  “groupthink,”  the  continual,

albeit often subtle, censoring of honesty and authenticity  in a team.
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This collective Voice of Judgment tells people what they should and

shouldn’t  say, do, and even  think. Often,  its effects become evident

only in retrospect. Alan Webber, who along with Bill Taylor left the

Harvard Business Review in 1995 to cofound Fast Company, experienced

this firsthand. 

“I remember vividly my sense of liberation when I left HBR,” he told

Joseph  and Otto.  “All  of  a  sudden  I  started  meeting  a  whole  new

group of people. The basis for interaction was completely different:

‘What are you working on that is  interesting, and who are you, and

how does it feel?’ I was seeing the world with fresh eyes. I was learn-

ing  at  a  rapid  clip,  going places  I’d never been before,  and meeting

people I would never have met before. It was as though I’d escaped the

boundaries of a walled city.” 

It turned out that Webber’s “fresh eyes” saw something that other

business publishers had missed, for in less than five years, Fast Company

reached a circulation comparable to that of Fortune magazine. 

There  is  nothing  inherently  wrong  with  the  collective Voice  of

Judgment, any more than there is with our individual internal censor

or  critic.  In  the  jargon  of  social  psychologists,  groups  are  naturally

coercive: they need shared norms and shared ways of thinking and see-

ing to function effectively. But, like our individual internal judge, prob-

lems arise when the collective censor goes unrecognized. The differ-

ence between a healthy group or organization and an unhealthy one

lies  in  its members’  awareness and ability  to acknowledge  their  felt

needs to conform. Enhancing awareness doesn’t require a search-and-

destroy  mission  against  our  internal  fears  or  judgments.  It  only

requires recognizing and acknowledging them. 

Suspending assumptions,  individually or collectively,  is easier said

than done. The challenges in organizations start with the frenetic pace

many people  feel compelled  to maintain. Often management  teams

simply don’t know how to stop, nor do they know how to integrate

suspension into normal ways of working together. But breakthroughs
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come when people learn how to take the time to stop and examine

their assumptions. 

William Isaacs,  founder of  the Dialogue Project at MIT, says  that

the first opportunity to shift the quality of conversation in a working

group often arises when people are confronted with an opinion with

which  they  disagree  and  find  they must  choose  whether  or  not  to

defend  their  views.9 In  such  situations,  most  of  us  see  only  two

options: to defend why we think the way we think or to say nothing.

Isaacs points out a third possibility: to suspend one’s view. But doing

this  requires  knowing  how  to  present  one’s  view  and  then  inquire

rather than defend. For example, rather than saying nothing or telling

the other person why you think he or she is wrong, you can simply say,

“That is not the way I see it. My view is . . . Here is what has led me

to see things this way. What has led you to see things differently?” The

form of the question doesn’t matter. But the sincerity does. 

If  questions  like  this  are  insincere,  they will  backfire.  But  often,

even one person honestly suspending his or her views in this way can

shift a conversation, allowing the collective Voice of Judgment to abate

and new possibilities to arise that no one had seen before.10

Building a Container

The challenges to suspending and inquiring into established views col-

lectively also arise from the lack of safety and trust in most work set-

tings. Many  people  recognize  the  problem  of  low  trust  levels,  but

trust is not something that can be created by fiat. Efforts to get peo-

ple to trust one another often produce the opposite effect by drawing

attention to the lack of trust that currently exists. 

In the early 1990s, John Cottrell, president of United Steelworkers

of  America  Local  13  in  Kansas  City,  Missouri,  helped  establish  a 

project the goal of which was to help the company management team
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and the elected union leadership to learn to talk together. These peo-

ple had  literally  thrown chairs at one another  in past meetings and,

according to one veteran union official, “had not actually talked with

one another for two or three generations.” Those who’ve never been

in  the middle of union-management  relations  that have  soured have

little idea how bad they can be. This was bad.

Within nine months, something almost miraculous had occurred.

In  separate meetings,  Isaacs  and  colleagues  from  the MIT Dialogue

Project  had  led  each  group  in mastering  the  basic  practices  of  dia-

logue. Then the teams began to meet together—and after only a few

meetings,  the combined group began to discover  the ability  to have

“real  talk”  about  difficult  issues.  Eventually,  tangible  consequences

became evident in the plant: dramatic declines in accidents and absen-

teeism, as well as improvements in productivity. The backlog of griev-

ances fell from 485 to zero. Union and management were starting to

work together to address systemic issues that had been neglected for

decades.11

The effects on the individuals involved were equally dramatic. “For

the first time in my life, I’m thinking,” said one steelworker. “And I’m

listening  to my wife,”  added  another.  How  had  this  transformation

happened? 

Cottrell explained it by using the image of molten steel: “We work

with energies that can kill you. The essence of our craft lies in con-

taining those energies. If we fail, people can die. The same is true for

human  beings: we  generate  energies  that  can  kill  one  another. The

question is, can we hold these energies, or will they destroy us? Just

as  the  cauldron  contains  the  energies  of  molten  steel,  dialogue

involves creating a container that can hold human energy, so that it can

be transformative rather than destructive.”12

The steelworkers’ imagery is strikingly similar to some of the old-

est  theories  of  transformation.  The  ancient  alchemists,  in  their

attempts to transform base metals into gold, created a large body of
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literature  on  container  building,  ideas  that  the  Swiss  psychoanalyst 

C.  G.  Jung  claimed  were  as  much  about  psychological  as  material

transformation.  For  the  alchemists,  transformation  was  a  process

involving the interaction of elements within a closed, transparent con-

tainer in relation to a carefully tended fire.

The principle of the container as transformative vessel is present in

nature, too. Within the cocoon, just as within the alchemist’s contain-

er, something “melts” in order to transform itself into something new.

The  creation  of  new  life  often  requires  a  specialized  “container”

because  established  systems  are  naturally  hostile  to  the  “other,”  the

“outsider,” the “alien.” The normal chemistry of an adult human body

would be  toxic  to  an  embryo,  just  as  the mainstream culture of  an

organization is often toxic to the innovators it spawns. And when the

organizational  immune system kicks  in,  innovators often  find  them-

selves ignored, ostracized, or worse.13

This  same  dynamic  is  at  work  even  in  our  own  learning. When

we’re  learning  something  new, we  can  feel  awkward,  incompetent,

and even foolish. It’s easy to convince ourselves that it’s really not so

important after all to incorporate the new—and so we give up. This

is our own psychological “immune system” at work. Living systems’

natural “prejudice” against otherness helps explain why suspension can

be dangerous. 

The Courage to See Freshly

The capacity to suspend established ways of seeing is essential for all

important  scientific  discoveries.  It  is  also why  the  discoverers,  like

innovators  in  established  organizations,  often  find  that  their  lives

become more difficult as a consequence.

Brian Arthur is well known for his insights into the “network econ-

omy”  and  the dynamics of “positive  returns  to  scale.” These  insights
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started to form when he read an essay by the Nobel Laureate chemist

Ilya Prigogine on positive feedback. “Prigogine talked about emergent

self-organizing structures  in everything from the way termites build

nests to the phenomenon of languages taking over,” Arthur said. “The

more  people  speak  English  in  the world,  the more  advantageous  it

becomes  to  learn  English.  So what  gets  ahead  tends  to  get  further

ahead. I realized that this insight was also important to economics.”

Eventually, Arthur saw that small events could  lock the economy

into different structures. But this meant that the way we organize the

economy—whether through capitalism or any other form—does not

automatically  lead  to  the  best  of  all  possible worlds.  And  Arthur’s

ideas got him into trouble. 

“It was the middle of the Cold War, the Reagan-Thatcher years, and

these ideas threatened the whole edifice that had been built up for two

hundred years,” he said. “I was saying that you couldn’t do economics

statically anymore. I was also saying that the outcomes that manifest-

ed in the economy—the technologies we end up with, the companies

that come to dominate, the legal and banking institutions that devel-

op—are not necessarily the best of all possible worlds. Markets aren’t

perfect. The economy isn’t perfect. Small events can build up and lead

you to inferior solutions. When I began to say this, I knew there would

be hell to pay. I just didn’t realize how much.” 

Arthur waited more than two years to write up his ideas, and when

he did, in 1982, he couldn’t get the articles published. It took six years

before he could get an article on positive returns into a top econom-

ics  journal.  In  the  first  ten years of his career  in economics, he had

published many articles and won a faculty chair at Stanford. During

the second ten years, he published one article. And in the end, “the

hassle that ensued” as a result of that article led him to leave Stanford.

Though he eventually became a founding faculty member of the pres-

tigious Santa Fe Institute, a think tank on nonlinear systems and com-
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plexity14 being set up by economics Nobel Laureate Kenneth Arrow

and physics Laureates Murray Gell-Mann and Philip W. Anderson, the

years  of  being  misunderstood  and  ignored  were  part  of  the  price

Arthur paid for seeing things differently. 

The Inner Work of Suspending

When  you  consider  the  risks  involved  in  suspending,  you  begin  to

appreciate not only the courage required but also the personal work.

By “personal work,” we mean cultivating the ability to be more aware

of  our  thoughts,  including  those—like  “I  am  here  and  you  are

there”—that arise so quietly in our awareness that they remain invisi-

ble  to  us  as  thoughts.  A  virtually  infinite  variety  of meditative  and

contemplative methods from Western, Eastern, and native traditions

are  available  to help build our capacity  to  slow down and gradually

become aware of our “thought stream.” What matters is not the par-

ticular method we choose but our willingness to make our own culti-

vation a central aspect of our life.

While Brian Arthur was starting to see the economy as an emer-

gent  system,  he was  also  beginning  to  study with  a  Chinese Taoist

teacher.  Arthur’s  study  began  abruptly,  when  some  of  his  most

unquestioned  assumptions were  suddenly  revealed—and called  into

question. After attending a weekend workshop, he was invited to join

the group, including the teacher, for dinner. “I thought, ‘I’m with this

high Taoist master, and I should ask him a question,’” said Arthur. “I

thought very hard about what I should I ask him because I had a strong

instinct  that  if  I  asked  a  real  question,  I  would  get  a  real  answer.”

Trying hard to find the right question, he finally just blurted out, “If I

were to take all this up, what would it do for me?”

The master put his chopsticks down, looked directly at Arthur and
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said, “You would live twenty or thirty years longer. You would be pro-

ductive twenty or thirty years longer. And you would end up a very

nice professor.”

Then he paused and added, “If that’s all you want.” 

Arthur  was  “incensed,  insulted,  intrigued,  and  challenged.  I’d

worked  all my  life  for what  he’d  just  dismissed  as ‘if  that’s  all  you

want.’” Soon after, he began training with this master, eventually mov-

ing to Hong Kong so that he could work with him daily. 

The story of Arthur’s initial meeting with the Taoist master shows

how opportunities  for  suspending often  start with “stopping,” being

brought up  short  or  caught off  guard. The  teacher’s  comment over

dinner startled and shocked him. Reacting from fear or discomfort,

he  could  have  ignored  the  opportunity  to  ask  himself,  “Is  that  all  I

want?” Instead, in that moment, when his normal thought stream was

interrupted, he discerned the beginnings of a journey that eventually

would  have  great meaning  for  him,  the  journey  of  learning  to  see.

Embarking on and continuing this journey requires the willingness to

accept many such moments of “profound disorientation,” in which our

most taken-for-granted ways of seeing and making sense of the world

can come unglued. 

Integrating Inner Work 

Joseph and Otto told this story about Brian Arthur late in the after-

noon of the day we had started by talking about the requiem scenario. 

“You know, it’s amazing that we were the first people Arthur ever

told  all of  this  to,”  said  Joseph. “While he was doing his pioneering

work in economics, his whole way of seeing the world was changing

profoundly. Yet the outside world only saw Brian Arthur the econo-

mist. We know from talking with him that over time, the inner work

he has done has influenced his evolving understanding of the economy
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and especially what he  thinks business  leaders must  learn  to do. Yet

he’s written virtually nothing that integrates the personal and profes-

sional sides of his journey. In fact, he’s only just now beginning to talk

about  it. That’s  pretty  interesting when  you  consider  that  he  called

meeting the Taoist teacher ‘the central event in my life.’”

“Think about  it  this way,” Otto  said. “If  the  tolerance of  the eco-

nomic establishment for radical new ideas like increasing returns was

around zero, the tolerance for Arthur’s Taoist studies may be minus

two hundred. It’s off the charts. As Thomas Kuhn found in his study

of scientific revolutions, you can’t convince the protectors of the old

paradigm with better arguments. The reality is that you have to wait

until the establishment scholars finally retire from their positions and

are replaced by a younger and more open generation of scientists.

“This  isn’t  true  only  for Brian.  A  number  of  scientists we  inter-

viewed have very serious spiritual practices that they regard as integral

to  their  science.  For me,  this  connection  between  inner  work  and

outer work is one of the most important findings from the interviews.

But most of  them do not  feel  safe  talking about  it,  even  those who

have achieved some integration of the two domains.”

“It’s easy to understand and empathize with their plight,” said Betty

Sue. “In our present  culture we  rarely  give ourselves permission  to

talk about connections between the spiritual and the professional. It’s

tragic. It keeps scientists  like Arthur from sharing the full extent of

their insights. It obscures the creative process they have lived and lim-

its future generations of students from their own creative work.” 

“Doesn’t this also tell us why suspending is so hard, individually and

collectively?” asked Peter. “When we truly suspend taken-for-granted

ways of seeing the world, what we start to see can be disorienting and

disturbing, and strong emotions  like fear and anger arise, which are

hard to separate from what we see. To the extent we’re trying to avoid

these  emotions, we’ll  avoid  suspending. To  the extent we can’t  talk

about any of this, it limits all of us. We all know that a team that can’t
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tell the truth about its emotional state limits its strategic thinking as

well, because the cognitive and emotional are so connected. And this

happens on a larger scale as well.”

“You didn’t say so, Peter, but I imagine that when you spoke at that

business  and  environment  conference,  you  had  to  struggle  not  to

express how angry the whole situation was making you.” 

“It  seemed  impossible  to  share  how  I  felt,”  he  agreed.  “When  I

spoke that night, I tried to be direct about how far I believe we have

to go in developing truly sustainable business practices. But I wasn’t

direct in communicating my emotions, not even to myself. My emo-

tions were confusing to me. I just knew I was upset. Indeed, it wasn’t

until a couple of days later that I saw more clearly that the anger arose

from the deeper fear.”

“But this still leaves one more problem,” added Otto. “Peter’s expe-

rience  doesn’t  seem  to  have  empowered  him. He  encountered  the

larger system directly, not through conceptual analysis. But as far as I

can see, it didn’t shift his sense of possibility in any way. Nor, I think,

does suspending in general. I find that in moments of real suspension,

like Peter’s, people are more likely to feel unsettled than empowered.”

“That’s true. My immediate experience was more of being a victim,

because in the moment I couldn’t see any way to influence the system

I found myself stuck in. I don’t think that’s uncommon when people

first start to see a larger system at play.”

“I think this is because the first awareness of larger forces, or a larg-

er  pattern,  is  just  the  beginning,”  said Otto. “It’s  as  if we  awake  to

something that’s been going on all around us but that we haven’t seen.

Maybe we’ve even subconsciously worked to keep ourselves from see-

ing it. Then, all of a sudden, we see this larger pattern, and it’s a real

‘Aha!’ By suspending our normal analytic ways of thinking, we allow

ourselves to encounter the system directly. But it’s still a problem ‘out

there,’ a situation that  is  separate  from ourselves.  I  think seeing our

seeing is just the beginning.”

www.irpublicpolicy.ir



 
3. 

Seeing from the Whole

An empowering  awareness  of  the  whole  requires  a  funda-

mental  shift  in  the relationship between “seer” and “seen.”

When the subject-object duality that is basic to our habitu-

al  awareness  begins  to  dissolve,  we  shift  from  looking  “out  at  the

world”  from  the  viewpoint  of  a  detached observer  to  looking  from

“inside” what is being observed. Learning to see begins when we stop

projecting  our  habitual  assumptions  and  start  to  see  reality  freshly. 

It  continues when we  can  see  our  connection  to  that  reality more

clearly.

Martin Buber evocatively described this as a movement from an “I-

it” to an “I-thou” relationship. In the former, everything we see appears

to us as an “it,” an external object separate from us. It actually makes

no difference if the “it” is a table or a person. In the “I-thou” relation-
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ship what appears in our awareness is whole and exists in an intimate

relationship with us. For example, 

If I face a human being as my Thou . . . he is not a thing among

things, and does not consist of things.

Thus  human  being  is  not He or  She,  bounded  from  every

other He and She, a specific point in space and time within the

n e t  

of  the  world;  nor  is  he  a  nature  able  to  be  experienced  and

described,  a  loose  bundle  of  names  and  qualities.  But  with 

no neighbor, and whole in himself, he is Thou and fills the heav-

ens. . . . 

Just as the melody is not made up of notes, nor the verse of

words,  nor  the  statue  of  lines,  but  they  must  be  tugged  and

dragged  till  their  unity  has  been  scattered  into  these  many

pieces, so with the man to whom I say Thou. I can take from him

the color of his hair, or of his speech, or of his goodness. I must

continually do this. But each time he ceases to be Thou.1

The key to “seeing from the whole” is developing the capacity not

only  to  suspend  our  assumptions  but  to  “redirect”  our  awareness

toward the generative process that lies behind what we see. 

Redirection: Seeing the Generative Process 

When  Otto  interviewed  cognitive  scientist  Francisco Varela  at  the

Ecole Polytechnique in Paris,2Varela referred to redirection as “turn-

ing our attention toward the source rather than the object.” If suspen-

sion is the first “basic gesture” of enhancing awareness, redirection is

the second.

“What’s  funny about  suspension  is  that when many people do  it,

nothing much happens,” said Varela. “That’s why most people would

42 Presence

www.irpublicpolicy.ir



 

say, ‘This introspection thing doesn’t work. I look, and nothing hap-

pens.’ Nothing happens at  the beginning because  the whole point  is

that after suspension, you have to tolerate that nothing is happening.

Staying with it is the key, because suspension then allows for redirec-

tion. Suspension leads to seeing emerging events, contents, patterns,

whatever. Then,  you  can  actually  redirect  your  attention  to  them.

That’s where the new is.” 

Redirecting  attention  “toward  the  source”  encompasses  empathy

but  goes  further. Dissolving  the  boundaries  between  seer  and  seen

leads not only to a deep sense of connection but also to a heightened

sense of change. What first appeared as fixed or even rigid begins to

appear more dynamic because we’re sensing the reality as it is being

created, and we sense our part in creating it. This shift is challenging

to explain in the abstract but real and powerful when it occurs. 

When he was an MIT doctoral student, Daniel Kim spent several

years  working with  a  large  engineering  program,  applying  systems

thinking, mental models, and other tools of organizational learning to

improve cost and timing performance in developing a new car.3 The

program had a five-year budget of more than $1 billion and about a

thousand  full-time  equivalent  engineers,  divided  into  more  than  a

dozen engineering subspecialty teams, each responsible for an aspect

of  the  product.  At  one  point,  a working  group made up of  several

teams  created  a  “causal  loop  diagram,”  or  systems map,4 to  try  to

understand  what  was  preventing  engineering  teams  from  working

together effectively in order to meet critical timing targets. 

As they analyzed the systems map they’d drawn, the working team

gradually began to see a pattern. When a subspecialty team faced a dif-

ficult design issue, they often had a choice: they could apply a quick

fix, or  they  could  address  the  fundamental  sources of  the problem.

Teams  could  usually  implement  quick  fixes  on  their  own,  whereas

more fundamental solutions often required collaboration among dif-
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ferent  teams.  Everyone  was  under  intense  time  pressure,  so  quick

fixes  were  the  norm—unfortunately,  often with  unrecognized  side

effects for other teams. For example, when “NVH” (noise, vibration,

and harshness) engineers solved a vibration problem by adding some

structural reinforcements, they eventually created new problems for

the chassis team, who were responsible for overall car weight. Angry

with  the NVH specialists  for creating a weight problem,  the chassis

specialists solved the weight problem with their own quick fix: taking

weight out elsewhere and specifying a higher tire pressure to keep the

car stable. When the NVH specialists eventually found out about this,

they  were  furious—because  the  higher  tire  pressure  meant  a  new

source of harshness. All of this was captured on the system diagram

that the group, including NVH and chassis engineers, created. 

As the whole group studied the diagram, they realized that this pat-

tern—quick  fixes  leading  to unintended side effects and new prob-

lems for others, leading to more quick fixes and more side effects—

occurred  everywhere  among  the  subspecialty  teams  and was  a  pri-

mary cause of  the antipathy and distrust  throughout the whole pro-

gram. People felt stuck. They didn’t have time to collaborate, yet not

collaborating meant that they consistently failed to meet their timing

goals. But it was also clear that much of the time pressure came from

the rework they created for one another. 

“At one point, there was a palpable shift in the room,” Kim said. “It

was as if they suddenly saw what they all knew but didn’t know they

knew. All the details were very familiar to them—the problems, the

reactions, and the strained relationships that characterized their work

environment. Now they were actually seeing the systemic pattern that

caused this, and they could see that no one individual was to blame.

They  had  created  this  pattern  together.  Each  team  did  what  made

sense to it, but no one saw the larger system their individual reactions

created—a  system  that  consistently  produced  poor  technical  solu-
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tions,  stress,  and  late  cars.  As  the  implications  of  the  system

began to sink in, one of the group members said, ‘My God, look

what we’re doing to ourselves!’” 

The key word  in  this  statement was “we.” Up  to  this point,

there had been someone to blame for every problem: the other

teams, their bosses, not enough time. When the ‘theys’ go away

and  the  ‘we’  shows  up,  people’s  awareness  and  capabilities

change. Through many  similar moments  of  awakening,  a  new

attitude  gradually  developed within  the  car  development  pro-

gram  that  caused  significant  changes  in  how  people  worked

together. Eventually, they finished the car almost a year ahead of

schedule and returned $63 million in allocated but unspent over-

run costs. When people who are actually creating a system start

to see themselves as the source of their problems, they invariably

discover a new capacity to create results they truly desire. 

Encountering the Authentic Whole

One reason that the shift to seeing from the whole rarely occurs

is that it is poorly understood. And as Varela suggests, the capac-

ity for redirection—turning our attention toward the source—

builds on the capacity for suspension. Until people can start to

see their habitual ways of interpreting a situation, they can’t real-

ly step into a new awareness. Members of the product develop-

ment program, for instance, had spent many months practicing

suspending and examining their assumptions or “mental models.”

The  group  included  senior  managers  in  the  program,  one  of

whom later said, “We had to stop being bosses. We no longer felt

that we had all the answers.” 

When Otto asked physicist Henri Bortoft what is required to

www.irpublicpolicy.ir



 

move  beyond  suspension  to  develop  the  capacity  for  redirection,

Bortoft said, “You have to cultivate a quality of perception that is striv-

ing outwards, from the whole to the part.” He explained that our atten-

tion naturally gravitates toward concrete particulars. If we then try to

see “the larger system,” we usually look at how one part interacts with

others  and  try  to  infer what  the  larger pattern of  interactions must

be—we try to figure out the whole from the parts through an intel-

lectual process of abstracting. Since figuring out the larger system is

so hard, we often  just give up and go back  to concentrating on  the

parts. But there is another approach: understanding the whole to be

found in the parts. 

Bortoft  illustrated this other approach by explaining how Goethe

had studied plants. “It takes time. You have to slow down. You see, and

you follow every detail—of a leaf, for example—in your imagination.

This process is what Goethe called ‘exact sensorial imagination.’ You

look at a leaf, and you create the shape of the leaf as precisely as pos-

sible  in  your mind. You move  around  the  shape  of  the  leaf  in  your

mind, following every detail until the leaf becomes an image in your

mind. You do this with one leaf, with another leaf, and so on, and sud-

denly you sense a movement, and you begin to see not the individual

leaf  but  the  dynamic movement”—the  living  field  of  the  plant  that

creates the leaf. 

The experience Bortoft describes is similar to what happens when

something  that  was  in  the  background  of  our  perception  suddenly

shifts  to  the  foreground.  The  object—the  leaf—was  in  the  fore-

ground, and the dynamic living process that generates the leaf was in

the background. The living process is usually less evident to us—yet

it’s the formative field from which the object arises. When they switch

and  the  living  process  is  in  the  foreground,  then we “see  from  the

whole.” This shift of the living process to the foreground of our aware-

ness characterizes the essence of redirection.
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For  the  product  development  group,  redirection  occurred when

they  slowed  down  enough  to  start  to  connect  the “details”  of  their

frustrations and  immediate problems to their own actions, and how

their  actions  in  turn  created  problems  and  frustrations  for  other

teams.  Suddenly  they  saw “the whole”—the  vicious  cycle  of  forces

they were unwittingly creating and that was undermining their own

goals. 

Such moments  of  redirection  can be both  shocking  and  instantly

empowering: if “we” are creating the problems we have now, then we
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Much of Goethe’s scientific study was in botany. He collected samples of

plants wherever he traveled. Once, traveling in Italy, he came upon a plant

he knew well, the coltsfoot. He had spent many days studying this plant

in northern and central Germany and in alpine regions. In his unique way,

Goethe’s study consisted mainly of simply sitting and pondering the plant,

using his active imagination to take in what he saw with his eyes and

what he could see in his mind. He had never seen this plant growing by

the sea. Here it had spikes, leathery leaves, and a fat stem–features

unlike any in Germany. As he contemplated the coltsfoot, he began to

“see” the generating whole in a new way, what he called the urpflanze or

archetypal plant out of which the many manifestations arose. He wrote in

his journal, “The One brings the many out of itself.”5
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can  also  create  something  different.  Bortoft  calls  this  direct  under-

standing of the generative process underlying present reality “encoun-

tering the authentic whole.” By contrast, when we try to figure out a

larger  system  intellectually,  at  best  we  end  up  with  a  conceptual

understanding, what Bortoft calls the “the counterfeit whole.” When

we encounter the authentic whole, we encounter life at work, and we

are transformed from passive observers to active participants in ways

that intellectual understanding can never achieve.

Seeing from Within an Organization

Seeing  from  the “whole”  in  an  organization may  seem difficult,  but

learning to be more attentive and genuinely curious about the cultures

we live  in and enact  is  the  first step. Edgar Schein, one of  the most

respected  scholars  of  organizational  culture,  says,  “If  you  want  to

understand an organization’s culture, go to a meeting.”6 Who speaks

and who does not, who is listened to and who is not, which issues are

addressed directly and which are  ignored or addressed by  innuendo

are powerful  clues  to how an organization  actually  functions. These

clues become still more “real” when we also pay attention to our own

reactions. Schein believes that we can always learn much more about

organizational culture through careful observation and reflective par-

ticipation than from reading mission or value statements.

We all internalize the cultures of which we are a part. If that were

not so, they would not exist, because cultures exist only as we bring

them into being moment by moment. By applying Schein’s insight in

a disciplined way, we can begin developing the capacity to see from

within the whole of the organizations in which we work and live. For

instance, if you sit through a typical meeting, participating as you nor-

mally would, you can learn to pay attention to the “external” dynam-
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ics of the meeting as well as to your own thoughts and feelings. When

the meeting is over, look at an incident that engaged you emotionally.

Using your imagination, take time to re-create how you felt and what

you  thought  as  the  incident  played  out.  It  can  be  helpful  to  talk

through your experiences with a colleague or perhaps to write them

down.7

If you do this carefully for several incidents, you’ll learn a lot about

yourself  and  your  organization. You’ll  see  where  you  felt  safe  and

where you felt threatened. You’ll see where you were conflicted and

where you were aligned with what was happening around you. You’ll

see where you were distracted and where you were fully present. As

you  practice  this,  you’ll  be  able  to  engage  your  imagination  more

actively to “see” the details of your experience. 

Then  imagine  that  you were one of  the other participants  in  the

meeting. What is similar and different? Try doing this from the point

of view of several of the other participants. While your experience in

shifting your point of view appears to tell you about the experiences

of  others,  what  you’re  really  doing  is  using  your  imagination  to

explore  further  subtleties of  your own experience. Unless  they  tell

you, you have no way of knowing what others actually experience. But

you  will  discover  what  you  were  experiencing  about  others  and,

empathetically, how the organization’s norms and habits are manifest-

ed in different people. 

As  you  continue  this  process  of  activating  your  imagination  and

applying it in different working sessions, you’ll start to sense the orga-

nization’s culture as a living phenomenon. The figure and ground will

reverse, just as for Goethe in his study of plants. What was in the back-

ground—in  this  case,  the  living  process  of  the  organization’s  cul-

ture—will start to come into the foreground of your attention. The

concrete particulars of the meeting will then become embodiments of

this  living process. And you will start to see yourself as part of this
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process, an active agent in enacting the “organizational culture.” If you

seriously  ask, “What  am  I doing—in my actions,  thoughts  and  feel-

ings—to maintain these patterns as they are?” you will see many ways

that you play a part and perhaps a few new options for what you might

do differently.

The Inner Work of Redirecting 

Like  the  inner work  required  for  learning  to  suspend,  building  the

capacity for redirecting attention to seeing from the whole is deeply

connected to spiritual practices. In particular, many meditation prac-

tices  have  the  common  aim of  developing  the  capacity  to  quiet  the

mind and to move beyond rigid subject-object separation. 

One of the pioneers of meditation and pain reduction research, Dr.

Jon Kabat-Zinn,8 told us that meditation involves “purposefully refin-

ing  our  capacity  for  paying  attention,  ultimately  to  anything  and

everything that might be relevant to navigating in the world with open

eyes and hearts.” In his work, he distinguishes between two basic lev-

els of meditation. 

The first level is concentration. “When you begin to focus,” he said,

“two elements come quickly to the fore. One is that the mind has a life

of  its  own  and  tends  to  go  all  over  the place. By  cultivating paying

attention, you can become less reactive and agitated. That’s called the

concentration aspect of meditation. 

“Then,  if you bring a certain kind of open, moment-to-moment,

nonjudgmental awareness to what you’re attending to, you’ll begin to

develop a more penetrative awareness that sees beyond the surface of

what’s  going  on  in  your  field  of  awareness.  This  is  mindfulness.

Mindfulness makes  it possible  to  see connections  that may not have

been visible before. But seeing these connections doesn’t happen as a

50 Presence

www.irpublicpolicy.ir



 

result of trying—it simply comes out of the stillness.” 

Kabat-Zinn’s distinction between  the  concentration  and mindful-

ness  levels  of  meditation  corresponds  closely  to  the  distinction

between  suspension  and  redirection.  In  particular,  mindfulness

explores the possibility of dropping “underneath our conventional and

highly conditioned way of  seeing  that  separates and reifies a  subject

and an object.” He points out that simply seeing a situation as a “prob-

lem” has  the effect of  allowing us  to distance ourselves  from  it  and

blocks “observing whatever arises as it actually is.” 

The  power  of  this  nonjudgmental  and  nondualistic  awareness  is

illustrated  in Kabat-Zinn’s well-recognized work on pain reduction.

“When our patients practice just dwelling in their pain, their relation-

ship to that pain can change dramatically because they are embracing

it for a change—not as ‘pain’ but as bare sensation, allowing it to be

met exactly as  it  is,  in awareness, even  if  it has a  strong element of

unpleasantness . . . rather than getting caught up in thinking about it

and trying to make it go away. Often, without trying to fix anything,

over time, the pain can diminish, sometimes quite dramatically. 

“In general,  if you  feel you’ve got a problem to solve  that  is ‘out

there’ and you don’t necessarily see or want to see any possible rela-

tionship  between  the ‘you’ who  is  trying  to  solve  the  problem  and

what the problem actually is, you may wind up not being able to see

the problem accurately, in its fullness. You therefore may unwittingly

be  contributing  to  maintaining  the  undesired  situation  rather  than

allowing it to evolve and perhaps dissolve.” 

Kabat-Zinn’s comment illustrates what may be the most important

consequence of redirection: when people start to see from within the

emerging whole, they start to act in ways that can cause problems to

“dissolve” over  time.  In  this way, redirection transcends  the subject-

object  dualism of  the  problem-solving mind-set.  By  reinforcing  the

separation of people from their problems, problem solving often func-
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tions as a way of maintaining the status quo rather than enabling fun-

damental change. The problem-solving mind-set can be adequate for

technical  problems.  But  it  can  be woefully  inadequate  for  complex

human  systems,  where  problems  often  arise  from  unquestioned

assumptions and deeply habitual ways of acting. Until people start to

see their own handprint on such problems, fundamental change rarely

occurs.

This is also why the powerful changes that can result from collec-

tive redirection can be difficult to explain, even after the fact. “One of

our biggest problems was explaining our success,”  said  the program

manager for the car program Kim worked with. “This may seem like

an unimportant problem, but it wasn’t. Our bosses kept asking, ‘What

did you do to solve your problems?’ and we just said that ‘The people

started  operating  differently,  and  many  of  the  problems  just  went

away.’ They found that unconvincing and consequently tended to dis-

count much of what people accomplished. The idea that hundreds of

people  just  started  to  see  things differently  and  to  act more  in  line

with the health of the whole seemed like nonsense to them.” 

Herein lies the paradox of redirection. Until you do the inner work

of learning how to see with “your eyes and your heart open,” as Kabat-

Zinn puts  it, deep problems will persist. Once the capacity  for sus-

pension and redirection develops, the types of changes that ensue can

be all but impossible to explain to those not involved. Moreover, just

as suspension can be threatening, so too can developing the capacity

for redirection. Kabat-Zinn speaks of  learning to tolerate the “don’t

know mind,” of “just being still, holding the whole in awareness, not

having to have to know anything.” This is the true inner work of redi-

rection—and almost the opposite of  the conditioning of most man-

agers.
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4. 

Seeing with the Heart 

February 2001

More than two months passed before the four of us met

again at Maple Avenue. We all knew that Joseph had just

returned from a two-week trip to Baja California,

Mexico, where he had gone on a wilderness retreat. But we knew

nothing about what had happened there nor how important it would

turn out to be for the questions we were wrestling with: How can see-

ing the system in which we’re trapped be empowering? How can we

learn to see from the whole?

�
“You know,” said Otto, “sometimes seeing the larger pattern does

leave people feeling deeply connected and empowered.” 

www.irpublicpolicy.ir



 

“Yes, I’ve seen that happen too,” Peter replied. “But not often—and

when I have, the system was ‘in the room.’ The people who are enact-

ing the current system—as with the product development program

that Daniel Kim worked with—are physically together. But how does

this understanding apply to issues like the environment or poverty,

where having the whole system in the room just can’t happen? These

issues are so ‘big,’ people tend to feel powerless just at the thought of

them.” 

“Yes, but I’m not sure that has to do with simply how many people

you get together,” said Betty Sue. “I think that when it comes to see-

ing systems like the environment, empowerment starts with the

instrument or organ of perception. You can’t just analyze such systems

from the outside to get to the root causes of things—you have to feel

them from within.” 

“That’s right,” said Joseph. “Again and again in our interviews, peo-

ple used the image of the heart when they talked about the shift to

seeing from inside the whole. People talked about it in different ways,

but the imagery was strikingly consistent.”

Otto nodded. “I remember that when Brian Arthur was talking

about the ‘inner knowing’ that comes with innovation, he said ‘This

inner knowing comes from here’ and pointed to his heart. And

Eleanor Rosch, the cognitive scientist at Berkeley, talked about the

‘deep heart source’ as having a unique way of knowing. 

“I think the research behind the work of the Institute of HeartMath

is some of the most confirming. They’ve identified three major neu-

ronal networks in the body. The largest, of course, is in the brain. But

there are two other major clusters of neurons, in the intestinal track

and in the cardial sack. It seems that there is really a physiological basis

for ‘gut knowing’ and ‘knowing of the heart.’ These are not just

metaphors.”

“That aligns so clearly with what is called ‘perennial knowledge,’”
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said Peter. “In cultures around the world, when people want to indi-

cate a point that has deep meaning to them, they gesture toward their

heart. The association of the heart with meaningfulness and deeper

knowing is common to industrial, agricultural, and preagricultural

societies. It’s even reflected in some of our oldest language systems:

the oldest Chinese symbol for ‘mind’ is a drawing of the heart. It may

well be that ‘seeing with the heart’ not only is more than a metaphor

but is exactly what lies behind the extension of awareness that charac-

terizes seeing from the whole.” 

“I think that was the essence of what I discovered on my trip to

Baja,” said Joseph. “We have to learn how to see with our heart first,

before we can see from the whole. I don’t think I ever experienced the

truth of this so powerfully before.”

“This was the wilderness retreat you just did with John Milton?”

“Yes. As soon as Brian Arthur told me about John and invited me

to come, I just knew I had to go. I simply cleared my calendar and said,

‘I’m doing this.’ John’s a remarkable person. He’s an explorer—I

think he’s done something like twelve first ascents of peaks in Alaska,

Canada, and Nepal. He’s a professor of environmental studies who has

written books on ecology and environmental conservation. As a

Woodrow Wilson fellow in Washington in the early 1960s, he was

actually one of the initiators of the environmental movement in the

U.S., developing some of the first land preservation legislation.” 

“I remember you said that you felt like you were going to work

with Brian in the future, and then Brian telling you about John. What

was it like? What happened when you were there?” asked Otto.

“Well, when I first arrived, John and I spent several hours talking,

and almost immediately, I felt as if I had known him for years. He

began doing wilderness solo journeys and vision quests, with the

encouragement of his grandfather and parents, at the age of seven. He

told his parents he wanted to go to the mountains ‘to be in the real
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church.’ For the next five years, he did one or more wilderness quests

each year where he grew up, in northern New Hampshire and Maine.

When he was fifteen, he did his first month-long solo in the Olympic

Mountains of Washington State. Starting at age sixteen, he went on

numerous expeditions in remote areas seldom explored by

Westerners. Since those early days, he said his main teacher had been

‘wild Nature and the Great Spirit.’ 

“In the 1950s, John began deepening his knowledge by studying

with teachers in many traditions including Mayan shamanism, Taoism,

Buddhism, and Tai Chi. Thirty years later, he began teaching these tra-

ditions as a preparation for wilderness solos, and this established what

he calls “Sacred Passages.” The Passages—like the ones Brian had

experienced and that I was about to begin—are part of a deep ecolo-

gy training aimed at opening people to experience nature as a guide. 

“I told John about the conversations we four had been having, and

I raised with him the central questions I was living with: How can we

shift the whole? Is the requiem scenario a real possibility? If so, how

can we best work to avert this future? 

“After reflecting a moment, he said he’s become convinced that

political, legal, and economic approaches don’t go deep enough. By

themselves they won’t bring about the penetrating changes in human

culture that we need for people to live in true harmony and balance

with one another and the earth. He told me that he is convinced that

the next great opening of an ecological worldview will have to be an

internal one, and then he said, ‘I believe the experience you’ll have

over the next few days will deepen your understanding of what this

means.’

“By the time we’d finished talking, I had the same inner knowing

that we would work together that I had felt in talking with Brian

Arthur.

“I spent fourteen days there in all—seven alone by the ocean and
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seven days in the base camp before and after the solo with the other

participants. John led the four days of pretraining around a beautiful-

ly carved log table under a large palm hut palapa he built for a meet-

ing space. Even in the heat of the day, the breeze kept us comfortably

cool, and at night, when the temperature fell, we needed caps and

warm jackets. The faint roar of the ocean about half a mile away could

always be heard in the background. 

“Each day we went to the garden just by the palapa to learn the

ancient Chinese practice of qigong. Qi, in Chinese medical theory, is

the life force that animates all living beings. John said that practicing

these basic qigong exercises helps people quiet themselves and align

their energies, and, most importantly, become more open physically

and mentally to the larger life force available on their solos. After

qigong we’d return to the log table and work until lunch. Then, after

an hour or so break for exercise or a siesta, we’d resume again, finish-

ing at seven or eight in the evening with a talk by John. 

“I found myself completely absorbed in John’s teaching, hanging on

every word. He was so interesting and compelling to me—in some

ways new but in other ways deeply familiar, in the sense of a faint rem-

iniscence or remembrance from long ago. We learned basic wilder-

ness skills: the principles and practices John had distilled from his own

wilderness expeditions and solos together with insights provided by

the world’s classical traditions—and all focused on the realization of

inner nature and harmony with outer nature.

“On the final day of training, before we began our solos, John drew

a map of the coastline, describing the features of each remote site. I

selected the one furthest from the base camp. Since the solo was

intended as a time to be alone with nature, John told us to leave all

means of distraction behind, including watches, reading material,

cameras, radios, and even writing journals. ‘The less you pack, the

more awaits you,’ he said.
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“Before we left, John taught us a ceremony derived from various

Celtic, Native American, and Tibetan ceremonial processes as well as

the inspiration he had received during many of his own wilderness

experiences. The ceremony was specifically designed so we could per-

sonalize it and make it our own. ‘The most important aspect of cere-

mony,’ he said, ‘is that it comes from your heart—that it expresses the

truth of your heart’s natural love, and that it comes from the depth of

your being.’ He then proceeded to describe the ‘eleven directions cer-

emony.’ The eleven directions refer to the four cardinal directions

(North, South, East, and West) plus the four intermediate diagonal

directions (Northeast, Southeast, Southwest, and Northwest). The

final three are ‘below,’ ‘above,’ and the ‘infinite within.’ As we

addressed the directions, we always turned clockwise, radiating love

and appreciation and making an offering of sage, cedar, or rice to that

direction. The real offering, John said, is love itself. Brian, who had

already had twelve solo experiences, told us the ceremony is

‘extremely powerful—you establish a relationship with the directions

and they teach you.’

“After an early lunch, we gathered our gear for the trip out to the

trailhead where John would drop us off. As I was loading my backpack

in to the car, John pulled me aside and said, ‘Joseph, don’t forget. If

you pay your deepest appreciation to nature, you’ll be amazed at what

she will teach you.’ 

“We drove for almost an hour before dropping Brian at his site.

Then we drove south for about ten miles before we stopped near a

vast, unsettled coastline. John left me at the trailhead with a week’s

supply of water. I backpacked for a couple of hours, and then, as I

approached my designated area, I stopped, took off my pack, and sat

down to take in what I saw. I picked a site up on a cliff about fifty feet

above the ocean. Down below was an exquisite light sandy beach

where Baja’s western shores joined the Pacific. The humidity that day
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was extremely low, which allowed me clear views out across an appar-

ently infinite, deep blue-green ocean. The beach was about two hun-

dred yards long. It was flanked on either side, north and south, by for-

mations of black boulders. On the south side to my left as I faced the

ocean, the boulders formed a huge cliff—maybe a hundred and fifty

feet high. On the north side, the boulders were not as large—they

varied from just a few feet high up to perhaps thirty feet high. This

north side, in fact, was a lovely rock garden molded by the incessant

pounding of the sea.

“I decided to pitch my tent on the cliff overlooking the beach, next

to a rock that looked like a perfect bench. I sat down for a moment

and looked around me. I was in the Sonoran Desert—the terrain was

sandy, rocky, and full of many species and all sizes of beautiful cacti.

Among the cacti was the occasional indigenous grass and mesquite.

Off in the distance behind me lay the foothills of the Sierra de la

Laguna range, named for the large lagoon that had existed at the top

of the seven-thousand-foot mountains. It was all stunningly beautiful

to behold. But by the time I hiked back to the trailhead, carried in my

water, and made camp, it was dark, and I was too exhausted to

explore.

“The next day I scouted the entire beachfront, including the rocks

on either end. I hiked over to my checkpoint—leaving a sign to let

others know I was OK—and back, and late in the afternoon I per-

formed my eleven directions ceremony. I marked the center spot on

the beach near a large flat rock protruding from the sand. Then I

marked off 108 paces from the center in each of the four primary

directions, according to John’s instructions, and marked four ceremo-

nial spots in each of them. 

“I began the ceremony by facing the East—the direction of spiritu-

al birth and awakening. I was facing the desert and the mountain

range, looking at the huge cacti in the distance and the deep blue sky
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above. Being in this vast and beautiful coastal wilderness all alone was

a compelling experience. My heart was full of love and gratitude for

all I was experiencing as I knelt to the ground, silently saying, ‘Thank

you, thank you, thank you.’ 

“I turned clockwise and went to the point on the pinwheel facing

South and the rock cliff made up of house-sized boulders. South rep-

resents life force, vitality, and unconditional love. I began to make my

offering of appreciation, and the same thing happened. I silently spoke

through my tears of heartfelt appreciation. I went to the westerly

point representing transformation and death, facing the ocean and the

now setting sun; then clockwise to the North—the direction of uni-

versal wisdom and purification. Each of these directions spoke direct-

ly to me of events of my life—of people who were important to me

and of the unfolding path that lay in front of me. 

“When I finished, I sat on the large rock at the center of the pin-

wheel. By this time, the whole sky was ablaze with the orange and red

of the setting sun, and two beautiful pelicans flew past, directly in

front of me. Immediately afterward, just off the shore, two large gray

whales showed up. I hadn’t seen any whales at all before this. First I

noticed their sprays of water, and then I saw them rolling in the ocean

like porpoises. I sat there alone on the rock watching the sunset, aware

of the ringing in my ears and the incredible lightness of being—I felt

the walls of my mind had fallen away. The boundary between nature

and me had collapsed. I stayed on the rock until dark and then made

my way to camp. 

“Two days later, I started a three-day fast and, following John’s

instructions, drank only a mixture of water, lime juice, and maple

syrup, which proved completely sufficient to maintain my strength. I

spent the time meditating, exploring, and experiencing all that was

before me. I found myself profoundly relaxed and present. 

“The north side of the beach was full of black rocks that had been
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sculpted by the ocean over centuries. There were thousands of these

rock ‘sculptures,’ ranging from the size of my hand to thirty feet high,

but each was a masterpiece, something that would fit in the finest

museum. It was stunning just to be in the midst of them. I sat among

the rocks for what seemed hours, watching the surf crash up on them,

the water coursing up through the rocks to within a few feet of where

I was sitting. Then, as the water receded, the remaining pools dis-

solved into the most intricate patterns. Each wave created a new

dynamic and a new pattern, as if formed by a great artist. As I

watched, I thought of the first principle John had taught us: ‘All forms

are in constant change, all interconnected, all in a continuous state of

manifestation and dissolving into Source.’

“There was so much to observe and so much to learn. I found a

piece of driftwood almost five feet long, three inches thick, and per-

fectly round, which made a great walking staff. I used it to help me as

I explored the desert and the rocky areas on either side of the beach.

Every afternoon just before sundown, I performed my version of the

eleven directions ceremony, offering deep love and appreciation to

nature for all I was experiencing. And without fail, every day, she

would respond within a short time. One day it was two whales for

perhaps an hour; then pelicans and a formation of frigate birds—very

large beautiful black-and-white seabirds. On another, it was three

whales for a short period; on another it was a stirring sight of twenty-

one pelicans in formation just in front of me. But the most spectacu-

lar show I watched came in the middle of the last day of my fast. At

noon on the preceding day, I had started a twenty-four-hour version

of the traditional vision quest. That morning it became very overcast,

and a high wind out of the north began to blow. The temperature

dropped precipitously. By midday, when my vision quest started, the

winds had grown very strong. 

“John had instructed me to draw an eight-foot circle and to stay
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within that area the entire time. I was to do my best to stay awake. I

was even holding the water mixture to a minimum. Also, I was to

stand as much of the time as I could, using a standing meditation John

had taught us. 

“I drew my circle on the sand near a large black rock on the north

end of the beach. Since the winds were increasing, I took a blanket and

a jacket into the circle as well as my sleeping bag to wrap around me

to help break the force of the wind. After sunset, the winds became

gale force, gusting forty to fifty miles per hour, as I later learned. The

waves began crashing against the rocks, covering me with fine ocean

spray all through the night. Frankly, I was miserable standing in the

face of the wind and the ocean spray, and it took all of my strength just

to remain in the circle. I was unable to sustain any deep meditation,

and since the moon and the stars were covered by clouds, I felt unable

to draw energy from them. It was all I could do to stay awake. 

“Just before first light, I began the series of qigong practices John

had taught us. I really concentrated on them and ‘doubled up’ on the

entire series, taking about an hour and a half to do them. In the midst

of the practice, I became much more alert and energized. But in spite

of this unexpected energy, I was disappointed that I had achieved no

revelation or insight as a result of the vision quest. I wondered if I had

failed to hold the proper intention or had done something else to

dampen the experience. 

“The morning broke cool and extremely clear, not a cloud in the

sky. It was as if you could see forever over the deep blue-green water.

When I finally left the circle at noon, I hiked out of camp to my check-

point, and on the way back, I went over to a beautiful high rock bluff

overlooking the ocean where there was an enormous rock sculpture.

The bluff was so high, it was hard for me to imagine how the seas

under any circumstances could reach this area and how many hun-

dreds of years it had taken to create this sculpture.
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“I made my way out to the very end of the bluff and sat down just

to take it all in. I prayed and gave thanks to God and all of Nature for

the opportunity to be there at that moment. As I began to meditate,

I looked to my left and saw two huge whales spouting water simulta-

neously. Then the whales put on the most unbelievable show. I count-

ed them rising into the air seventeen times, their bodies arcing com-

pletely out of the water like porpoises and diving back into the water

headfirst. It was magnificent. My heart was pounding, and I sat there

in awe. Then all was quiet for a few moments. Suddenly, from the

depth of the ocean, like missiles going straight up into the air, the

whales shot up out of the water. Their tails cleared the water, and they

hung in the air momentarily and then slipped back straight into the

water, seemingly without a ripple. They did this three times.

“When they finished, I knelt there on the bluff just sobbing, ‘Oh

God, what if we harm these whales? What if we did that, oh God, what

if we harm this coast? What if we did that?’ Then directly in front of

me, about a hundred yards out, a lone whale gave me four spouts.

Silence. A minute afterwards, off to my left, a whale rolled over in the

ocean four times. And then there was nothing. I knelt there for the

longest time. I felt as if I was bleeding from an open wound. I felt my

heart was completely open and had merged with those of the whales.

There was no separation between us. I remained in that open state of

intense compassion for a long time, feeling as if I were on holy

ground, as if I were in a great cathedral. I knew that I would never be

the same again.

“I concluded my fast the next day in the morning and spent my last

full day visiting my old haunts: hiking to the end of the bluff where I

had seen the whales the day before, spending time with the beautiful

rock sculptures, and finally, late in the afternoon, I made my way to

the beach, where I offered my final eleven directions ceremony.

Through the ceremony I offered my deepest love and appreciation for
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all I had learned. It was a powerful experience, and at the end I sat on

the big rock in the center of my ceremony site. I saw no whales and

smiled inwardly, thinking that the events of the preceding day were

enough to last a lifetime.

“Just before sunset, I walked to the south end of the beach, to the

base of the high cliff made up of the gigantic boulders. I stood in the

sand, looking at one of them, thinking about how to describe its

immense size and presence to my friends back home. As I was focus-

ing on the boulder, I became aware of another presence and glanced

to my left, where, just fifteen feet away on another of the boulders,

was a female sea lion. I was startled and exclaimed, ‘Oh!’ She didn’t

move, just looked at me peacefully with huge, soft brown eyes. We

stayed there, relaxing in each other’s presence for several minutes.

“Then she began to move, and I thought she was leaving—but I was

wrong. She climbed off the rock and came toward me, stopping only

eight or ten feet away. She rested her head between two rocks that

formed a V-shape, as if to mimic my chin resting on my staff.  She

rubbed her cheeks against one rock and then the other. Finally she

gave a big yawn and then just sat there looking into my eyes. Her eyes

were beautiful, kind—and sorrowful, I thought. She stayed maybe ten

minutes with me and then very gently moved away from the rocks and

made her way back to the ocean. At that very moment, the entire sky

turned red—not just the western sky but the entire sky, all of it, from

east to west. I don’t think I’ve ever seen this happen before, and I just

stood there overcome, moved to the depths of my whole being. 

“That night, under the moon, I sat on my rock bench and reflected

on the gifts that had been given to me, my experience in nature, and

particularly the gift of the whales and the sea lion. I thought about the

words John had spoken the day after I arrived, which now seemed a

lifetime ago: ‘The next great opening of an ecological worldview will

have to be an internal one. The experience you’ll have over the next
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few days will deepen your understanding of what this means.’ I knew

then that nature had become my teacher. She had helped me access

who I am and what my work really is.

“The next day I hiked out to the trailhead to wait for a ride back to

base camp. When they picked me up, I spoke little. I couldn’t put my

experience into words just yet, so I held it in. That night we all gath-

ered around the log table to share our stories. At the beginning, John

acknowledged that what each one of us had experienced were learn-

ings from ‘deep Source’ and that the seeds liberated from the process

might take weeks, months, or even years to germinate. He suggested

we make some spiritual and psychic space when we returned home to

help nurture the process.

“We went around the table, sharing our stories. John then reflected

on each one, much as in Native American tradition, where a shaman

interprets the learners’ stories. When it was my turn, I didn’t want to

speak. I wasn’t sure I could convey to the others the depth of my expe-

rience. But as I began speaking, the words emerged as if spoken from

another place and time. The experience was real in me again, and I felt

it become real for the others as well. The gift I was given became a gift

I could share with all of my friends gathered around the table. As I

ended my story, there was complete silence. Finally John spoke, say-

ing this experience was a window into a fundamental truth. 

“ ‘When it’s time for us, fundamental truth manifests,’ he said. ‘This

passage is a doorway for you—keep it alive and keep it vital with

meaning. Remember, you can revisit it anytime through that doorway.

Time is a matrix, not a linear band. You can evoke the past through

that doorway.’ 

“Several days later, before returning home, I again raised the cen-

tral questions I’d shared with John when we first talked: Was the

requiem scenario a real possibility? And if so, how could we best work

to avert this future? What would it take to shift the whole?

Seeing with the Heart 65

www.irpublicpolicy.ir



 

“John said the problem we face is ‘fundamentally because of lack of

relationship, not just with each other but with all of nature. We are out

of relationship with all of nature because we’ve moved into a reduc-

tive kind of awareness that is based on alienation and separation. We

have to change that relationship to one of cocreation. The fate of the

human species is still very much in our hands. Certain things have

been set in motion that will be difficult to reverse. But we have two

openings that are immensely helpful. First, there is a higher ecologi-

cal awareness emerging, a coming into personal awareness of our

interdependence with other life and our mutual responsibility. And

second, there is an earth-based spirituality building at a very rapid

pace. Those two factors provide the opening for us to eliminate the

need for a physical cleansing of the earth. In that opening, there must

be a profound transformation of our spirit and our mind—and of our

relationships to each other and to the earth.

“‘If we change our attitude from thinking that the earth is there for

us to an understanding that we’re really cohabitants of the earth with

many other species, that we’re not privileged as a species more than

any other, then I believe we could go on for quite a long time. Nothing

is fixed yet. The transformation we’re talking about has to occur in

time—but time is running out.’ 

“When I told John that I believe that business is the most powerful

institution in the world today and can play a key role here, he agreed

and said, ‘The transformation must occur in business if the requiem

scenario is to be averted.’”

Joseph paused. “I’ve been waiting to tell you this story since I

returned, because it’s such a part of what we’ve been talking about. I

knew that you would understand how this relates to learning to see

and to the shift we all need to go through.  It’s like what we said a few

months ago: the only change that will make a difference is the trans-
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formation of the human heart. For me, it’s almost like learning to see

with the heart.”

We sat quietly for a while, and then Betty Sue said, “Joseph, I love

your story, but it makes me feel a little wistful. Do we all need to go

out to Baja and learn these rituals from a master like John Milton in

order to have the kind of experience you’re describing?”

“I don’t think so,” Peter said, “but maybe that depends on what

experience we think Joseph had.”

“Joseph’s experience with nature and the whales was very different

from our usual experience with animals,” Betty Sue explained. “You

know, you go to a zoo, and you look at the animals—and maybe they

look back at you. But you’re clearly on two sides of a boundary, liter-

ally and psychically. It’s not simply a matter of the bars between you.

There’s just a huge gap between other species and us and, most of the

time, even between the other members of our own species and us.” 

“Joseph’s experience broke through that boundary into another

way of being,” said Otto, “which allowed him to see that what happens

to these animals happens to us as well. And this seeing was like a birth

into a larger world. I think part of what allowed it to happen was that

Joseph was totally present out there. He was open to the world, not

in a little cocoon of himself. He was just completely present.”

“That kind of openness is so rare in adults,” said Betty Sue. “The

only people I know like that are artists and other creative people.”

“But you know, I don’t want to leave you with the impression that

this is just about animals or the environment or some kind of mystical

experience that feels nice at the time and then is just a memory.”

Joseph spoke with quiet intensity. “I saw something there that changed

my life and changed what I’m going to do with the rest of it, as far as

I can see now. The experience was profoundly affirming of what I’d

been thinking about for a long time and absolutely essential to what

we’re talking about here. 
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“It was an experience of being ‘called forth,’ to be used as an instru-

ment. I’ve had similar experiences before, but in Baja I discovered that

what keeps this awareness from developing on a larger scale is our

profound sense of separation. I experienced boundaries breaking

down that I didn’t even know existed.”

“And these boundaries form the architecture of our everyday real-

ity,” said Otto. “This architecture seems ‘more real’ than the ‘miracles’

that Joseph experienced in Baja—until the boundary breaks.”

“I remember one conversation we worked on in The Power of Myth

when Joseph Campbell was talking about what leads people to risk

their lives for strangers,” Betty Sue added. “And he said it involved the

breakthrough to a metaphysical realization that you and the other are

two forms of the same life. Under conditions of extreme crisis, this

metaphysical truth can break through spontaneously.”1

“But, Joseph, what’s really remarkable about your experience is

that this breakthrough of oneness crossed a species boundary,” Peter

interjected. “You felt at one with the whales and with nature.”

“I did, but I keep struggling to find words that really describe the

connection I felt,” said Joseph.

“Your words touched me nonetheless,” said Peter. “When you told

us how you cried in front of the whales, tears rose in my eyes as well.

Something in your story evoked an unfathomable sadness in me. I

don’t know where it comes from.”

Otto looked up. “It’s the sadness of separation,” he said.
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5. 

The Generative Moment 

April 2001

Over the next few months we stayed in touch by tele-

phone, sometimes talking for hours at a time. By the time

we met again in person at Otto’s home, it was midspring,

and as we talked about our diverse projects, the conversation contin-

ually led back to the question now alive among us. 

�
“The scenario-planning work I’ve been doing at Shell has reminded

me how important stories are in helping people make sense of a com-

plex reality,” said Betty Sue. “Using scenarios to think about alterna-

tive stories of the future is only one of the ways that organizations can
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become more aware of the assumptions that lie behind their strate-

gies. But without some discipline or practice like this, we tend to get

stuck in a single story that we accept without thinking. And it seems

to me that’s exactly our larger predicament in the world today: we’re

stuck in a story of who we are on this earth as human beings, and

something in us wants to break free of it.”

“I think you’re right,” said Joseph. “It’s as if the perceived separation

of humans from one another, and from other forms of life, is the glue

that holds our current story together. We’ve got to find out what it

will take to break free of this tragic story.”

“Dr. Deming, the quality management pioneer, used to speak of

‘losses unknown and unknowable,’” said Peter. “We have no idea the

cost we pay for living this story of separation. I’m beginning to see

that a cornerstone of our work has been simply creating ways to help

people connect more deeply with one another, and with their com-

mon concerns and sense of purpose.

“I was in Egypt recently, visiting the new library of Alexandria. The

old library was a powerful symbol for the gathering and sharing of

human wisdom, and the Egyptian government hopes the new library

will re-create that purpose. Since no one knows for sure what the

original library looked like, they didn’t even attempt to replicate it.

The new building is shaped like a huge disk, and when you see it from

the Mediterranean, the glass and metal surface looks like the sun ris-

ing on the horizon. But what most moved me was what you see up

close. All along the concrete façade, the creation stories from ancient

traditions around the world are engraved in their own script. Betty

Sue is so right that our willingness to hold and consider different sto-

ries can free us from being isolated in our own. Being in Egypt was 

a powerful reminder of how far we all have to go in realizing that 

freedom.” 
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“But we may know more than we realize about how to transcend

our story of separation,” said Joseph. “I’ve been thinking about those

magic moments where something shifts in a group. We’ve all seen it

happen. In a way, we’ve been learning about how to transform the

heart for years. We’ve just never thought about it that way.

“We’ve even seen it happen occasionally on a large scale. Do you all

know about the Mont Fleur scenarios that Adam Kahane worked on

in South Africa in 1991 and 1992? The scenario team included people

from the formerly banned political organizations like the ANC—the

African National Congress—and the Communist Party of South

Africa that weren’t even legal until 1990. There were also academics,

activists, trade unionists, and members of the white establishment—

top businessmen, entrepreneurs, economists, and representatives

from the Chamber of Mines, the premier establishment industry. At

the most important meetings, representatives from what were then

strictly white political parties also attended: the ruling National Party,

the right-wing Conservative Party, and the liberal Democratic Party.

It was almost unprecedented.

“In fact, the whole history of change in South Africa is a remarkable

example of people creating a different future together. Who could

have predicted in 1985 that only ten years later, South Africa would

have gone through a transition to a multiracial democracy without

armed conflict and major bloodshed?”

“Well, I know that there was actually an earlier scenario-building

exercise in the mid-1980s,” said Peter. “That one was conducted by

Anglo American Corporation, the powerful South African mining

conglomerate, and involved almost no inputs from blacks. But it had

a lot to do with opening people’s minds—just like we’re saying. I saw

a videotape presentation of the scenarios around 1987, based on TV

broadcasts shown widely in the country. Two scenarios were present-
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ed, called the ‘low road’ and the ‘high road.’ The ‘low road’ scenario

described a likely future if the official apartheid policies continued and

the country became increasingly isolated from the larger world; the

‘high road’ scenario described the reintegration of South Africa into

the world community if apartheid was ended. Not only did public

conversation about these two possible futures cause many whites to

think about the implications of continuing with the present policies, 

it also reinforced the idea that the country did have a choice about its

future.”

Joseph nodded. “Probably in part because of the success of that ear-

lier exercise, when President de Klerk officially started the process of

ending apartheid in 1990, there was openness to a new round of sce-

nario building, which Shell helped to fund and Adam Kahane, who

worked for me at that time, facilitated. The idea was to involve peo-

ple who would be part of creating the country’s first multiracial gov-

ernment in thinking together about alternative futures. When done

well, scenario work allows people to raise difficult issues while at the

same time avoiding the kind of rhetorical positioning and arguments

that usually accompany a political debate about the future. 

“The team eventually came up with four scenarios, each with 

a playful, nonthreatening name. ‘Ostrich’ was one in which the cur-

rent white South African government put its head in the sand, avoid-

ing facing problems. In ‘Lame Duck,’ the powers of the new black 

government were so strictly limited by the constitutional settlement

that its power to act was completely crippled. In ‘Icarus,’ the new gov-

ernment instituted radical economic reforms that increased state

ownership of land and enterprises—and, like Icarus flying too close to

the sun, lost its ability to ‘fly,’ bringing the economic system down

with it.

“The scenario called ‘Flamingo’ was one that no one particularly
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liked initially because flamingos take off very slowly. But they also take

off together. As the group thought through these different stories,

they came to the conviction that the only viable way forward was

‘Flamingo.’ 

“When you look back at it, there clearly was an opening of people’s

minds and hearts. Otherwise, they couldn’t have converged on the

scenario that they must move forward together. Such a view could

never have happened had one member of the group tried to persuade

the others. Of course, I don’t think anyone could ever say how much

these scenarios actually influenced the course of change in South

Africa. But I believe they had a major impact in shaping the thinking

that has allowed the new South African government to hold together

the diverse constituencies in the country. 

“There have been many scenario exercises over the years that don’t

seem to have had as strong an impact. I’ve often wondered what made

this one different.”

“I have, too,” said Betty Sue. “Scenario planning is certainly not a

new tool. Yet this one was different, in degree if not in kind. If we

could better understand why, we might gain some real insight into

what is involved in seeing with the heart collectively. In particular, we

could see what happens when that ‘magic’ occurs in a group and how

one group can become a microcosm for shifting a larger whole.” 

Otto looked thoughtful. “I think a group becomes a generative

microcosm when it connects deeply with its real purpose. Adam gave

a presentation on a more recent civic scenario project at a conference

a few months ago that holds a clue to how this happens.” 

“Which project was that?” Joseph asked.

“Guatemala. Adam started working there in 1998. A small group

of local businesspeople, government officials, and human rights

activists who knew of his work in South Africa asked for his help. They
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decided to convene a team of forty-five leaders drawn from every sec-

tor of Guatemala—government ministers, former guerrilla and mili-

tary officers, business owners, university presidents, church leaders,

journalists, mayors, students, and community organizers. They want-

ed a group that could think and act together, to begin to revision and

revitalize the country. Guatemala had thirty-six years of civil war,

which ended only in 1996. More than two hundred thousand people,

out of a population of only eight million, had been killed or ‘disap-

peared.’ Despite the formal peace treaty, you can imagine how torn

the social, political, and economic fabric of the country was. 

“The team, which called itself ‘Vision Guatemala,’ started by devel-

oping a set of scenarios as to how things could unfold in Guatemala

over the next ten years. The scenarios were clear and simple and illu-

minated some of the key national dynamics, like whether or not the

reforms called for in the peace treaty could be sustained and the need

to recognize Guatemala’s diverse cultures. Fifty percent of the people

in the country, for instance, are Mayan Indians. 

“The group began to use these stories to engage the nation as a

whole through formal presentations and informal conversations. The

scenarios summarized their understanding of the emerging reality of

their country, what they had to do, and what they couldn’t afford not

to do. Over the past three years, the impact of this group seems to

have been considerable. Vision Guatemala team members have played

important roles as elected leaders; in educational, constitutional, and

government finance reform; and in many local development projects.

They’ve replicated the team’s dialogue process with hundreds of

diverse organizations, as one strategy to reknit the country’s social

fabric. A UN official said in a recent study that things are still very dif-

ficult in Guatemala but that without Vision Guatemala, ‘I think we

would have already seen a coup d’etat.’1
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“But what was especially interesting for me in Adam’s account was

one event that happened early in the project. Everyone seems to agree

that the Vision Guatemala process produced a remarkable network of

trusting relationships and shared commitment among influential

national leaders. Many of these people had been strangers before the

project; others had even been enemies. Adam traced this deep shared

sense of commitment to a single five-minute episode during the first

workshop. This was what I was remembering when you were won-

dering what makes the ‘magic’ happen.

“On the second evening of this meeting, the team gathered in a 

circle after dinner to tell stories about what had happened to them

during the war years. In other words, each opened a personal ‘window’

onto the dynamics that the scenarios were intended to illuminate. For

example, one businesswoman, who was a prominent fighter against

judicial impunity, told the story of the day her sister had been assassi-

nated by the military and how she went from office to office trying to

find out what had happened. Telling her story took a great deal of

courage and honesty: the first military official she had spoken with,

who had denied everything, was the man sitting next to her in the cir-

cle that evening.

“The next morning, soon after they had gathered again, a man who

had not spoken the night before said that he wanted to tell a story. His

name was Ronalth Ochaeta, and he is now Guatemala’s ambassador to

the Organization of American States in Washington. At the time, he

was the executive director of the Catholic Church’s human rights

office. He spoke about what had happened when he went to a rural

Mayan village to observe the exhumation of the graves from a mas-

sacre. Many such massacres occurred during the civil war. During the

exhumation, he had seen small bones and asked one of the forensics

people whether people had had their bones broken. The man said,
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‘No. These are the bones of the unborn children of murdered preg-

nant women.’ 

“Now, to appreciate this story you need to remember that Adam is

a very pragmatic craftsman. Joseph, you know Adam best, but I think

one could say that he’s quite reluctant even to talk about things like

‘magic moments.’”

“Yes, he sure is,” Joseph agreed.

“So here is what Adam said next. ‘After Ronalth finished talking,

everyone in the room was completely silent, for maybe five minutes.

Something happened during that silence. One team member said later

that there had been a spirit in the room. Another said that this had

been a moment of communion. I don’t consider myself very sensitive

to these extraordinary phenomena. But if you turn up the volume

enough, even I can hear. I heard something then.’

Otto paused. “Adam said that he believes that the later success of

the Vision Guatemala team in doing the hard work of agreeing on the

scenarios and vision, then acting in alignment over the subsequent

years, can be traced to that episode. That was the moment where, as

he said, ‘the shared will and shared commitment of the group became

clear to the group, when everyone knew why they were there and

what they had to do. It was as if we saw deeply into the reality of our

situation, from the inside of that reality. And in that seeing, we knew

who we were and why we had come together.’

“Guatemala has the highest percentage of indigenous people in the

Americas. The sacred book of the Mayans is called the Popol Vuh, and

there’s a line in it that says, ‘We did not put our ideas together. We put

our purposes together. And we agreed. Then we decided.’ Adam says,

‘This is what happened in Vision Guatemala.’”

There was silence for a moment—not the absence of words but the

presence of understanding.
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Finally Peter spoke. “Adam said that the volume needs to be turned

up in order for him to hear. Maybe he’s not so different from the rest

of us—we all must spend our lives learning to ‘hear the silence.’ The

Indian teacher Krishnamurti said that this is why real communication

is so rare: ‘Real communication can take place only where there is

silence.’ But there is also something more in this silence that goes

beyond opening the heart and seeing ‘from inside.’”

“They had a glimpse of their purpose, as I did in Baja,” said Joseph.

“In that special silence, you can hear, or see, or get a sense of some-

thing that wants to happen that you wouldn’t have been aware of oth-

erwise.”

“That’s true,” said Otto, “though I would put it a little differently.

My personal experience is that in moments like those Adam

described, this larger reality we connect with is not just sitting there.

It’s unfolding or emerging, and we’re part of that emergence. There’s

an emerging future that depends upon us.” 

“I’m not sure I understand what you mean,” said Betty Sue. “What

does that feel like? How is it different?”

“It’s not as passive—I think there’s a greater element of active par-

ticipation. It’s more like you and this emerging future are connect-

ed—or, at least, there is a potential for connection if you choose to

access that potential.”

“I think I recognize what you mean, but it would help if you could

ground it with a concrete example,” said Peter.

“Well, the first time I experienced this feeling, I was sixteen years

old. I left for school one morning, and by the time I got home, every-

thing had changed.”

“What happened?” asked Peter.

“About halfway through the day, the principal called me out of my

class and told me to go home. She didn’t tell me why, but I noticed
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that her eyes were slightly red, as if she had been crying. I walked as

quickly as I could to the train station, and from there I called home,

but no one answered—the line was dead. I had no idea what might

have happened, but by then I knew that it probably wasn’t good. I

boarded the train, and after the usual forty-five minute ride, I took a

cab rather than wait for the bus to take me the last few miles home. It

was the first time I’d ever taken a cab.

“Long before we arrived, I saw it. Huge gray-black clouds of smoke

were rising into the air. The long chestnut-lined driveway that led to

the farm was choked with hundreds of neighbors, firefighters, police-

men, and gawkers. I jumped from the cab and ran the last half mile. 

“When I reached the courtyard, I couldn’t believe my eyes. The

huge 350-year-old farmhouse, where my family had lived for the past

two hundred years and where I’d lived all my life, was gone. As we

stood there, I saw that there was nothing—absolutely nothing—left

but the smoldering ruins. As the reality of what was before my eyes

sank in, I felt as if somebody had removed the ground from under my

feet. The place of my birth, childhood, and youth was gone.

Everything that I had was gone.

“But then, as my gaze sank deeper into the flames, the flames also

seemed to sink into me. I felt time slowing down. Only in that

moment did I realize how attached I had been to all the things

destroyed by the fire. Everything I was and had been intimately 

connected to had dissolved into nothing. But no—I realized not every-

thing was gone: there was still a tiny little element of myself that 

wasn’t gone with the fire. I was still there watching—I, the seer. I sud-

denly realized that there was another whole dimension of my self that

I hadn’t been aware of, a dimension that didn’t relate to my past, to

the world that had just dissolved. 

“At that moment, time slowed to complete stillness and I felt
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drawn in a direction above my physical body and began watching the

whole scene from that other place. I felt my mind expanding to a

moment of unparalleled clarity of awareness. I realized that I was not

the person I thought I was. My real self was not attached to the tons

of stuff now smoldering inside the ruins. I suddenly knew that I, my

true Self, was still alive—more alive, more awake, more acutely pres-

ent than ever before. I now realized how much all the material things

that I’d become attached to over the years, without ever noticing it,

had weighed me down. At that moment, with everything gone, I sud-

denly felt released and free to encounter that other part of my self, the

part that drew me into the future––into my future—and into a world

that I might bring into reality with my life. 

“The next day my grandfather arrived. He was eighty-seven years

old and had lived on the farm all his life. He had left the house a week

before to go to the hospital for medical treatments. 

“Summoning all the energy he had left, my grandfather got out of

the car and walked straight to where my father was still working 

on the cleanup. He didn’t even turn his head toward the smoking 

ruins of the place where he’d spent his entire life. He simply went

straight up to my father, took his hand, and said, ‘Keep your head up,

my boy. Look forward.’ (‘Kopf hoch, mein Junge. Blick nach vorn.’) 

“Turning around, he walked directly back to the waiting car and

left. A few days later, he died quietly.”

There were tears in Otto’s eyes as he finished his story.

“You can see that even after all these years, this moves me still—

that little scene of my grandfather walking by, ignoring the ruins of his

home, and focusing all his remaining life energy on shifting my father’s

attention from reacting to the past to opening up to what might

emerge from the future.

“It also evoked a question in me that still remains: What does it take
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to connect to that other stream of time, the one that gently pulls me

toward my future possibility? It was that question that eventually

prompted me to leave Germany to do my postdoctoral research at

MIT several years ago and that later drew me to working with Joseph.” 

“And that is the question that draws you still, right to this very

moment,” Betty Sue affirmed quietly.  
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6. 

An Emerging Understanding: 
The Theory of the U 

As  we  continued  to  talk  about  Adam’s  experiences  in

Guatemala and Otto’s fire story, we gradually realized that

an understanding that had been incubating for many years

was becoming clearer. This understanding had been embedded in the

work Joseph and Otto had been engaged in for several years, and in

experiences each of us had had when we encountered “an emerging

future that depended upon us.” Insights from Joseph and Otto’s inter-

views now started  to combine with our direct experience  to reveal

the  process  at  work  in  these  extraordinary moments. Many  of  the

people Joseph and Otto interviewed had illuminated different aspects

of this process, and one, the economist Brian Arthur, had laid out a

complete picture. 
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The Seeds of a Theory

In 1999, when Otto and Joseph first interviewed him, Arthur talked

about  the need  to “sense  an  emerging  future”  in  order  to meet  the

challenges of managing in an increasingly technology-based economy.1

As the pace of technological development quickens, so does the rate

of what  the  economist  Joseph  Schumpeter  called “creative  destruc-

tion”2—of  products,  companies,  and  even  entire  industries.  This

leads, said Arthur, to the continual “forming, configuring, locking in,

and  decaying  of  structures.”3 Little  is  predictable  or  repetitive.

Problems are not well defined. The rules of the game as well as the

other  players  change  rapidly  as  the  stakes  get  increasingly  higher.

Overall, business operates less and less like “the halls of production of

the old, repetitive manufacturing industry” and more and more like a

kind of “casino of technology.” In this kind of business environment,

making decisions based on the habits of past experience is no longer

optimal—or  wise.  As  Arthur  pointed  out,  business  leaders  such 

as Bill Gates, Steve Jobs, and Sam Walton have succeeded in the new

business environment because they know “how to distance themselves

from  the ‘problem’  and  to  avoid  knee-jerk  reactions.”  They  have

developed  the  capacity  to  avoid  imposing  old  frameworks  on  new

realities. 

Arthur’s view encompassed suspension and redirection, but it also

linked  these  to  a  different  way  in  which  action  arises,  through  a

process  he  called  a  “different  sort  of  knowing.”  “You  observe  and

observe and let this experience well up into something appropriate.

In  a  sense,  there’s  no  decisionmaking,”  he  said.  “What  to  do  just

becomes  obvious. You  can’t  rush  it. Much  of  it  depends  on  where

you’re coming from and who you are as a person. All you can do is

position yourself according to your unfolding vision of what is com-

ing. A totally different set of rules applies. You need to ‘feel out’ what
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to do. You hang back, you observe. You’re more like a surfer or a real-

ly good race car driver. You don’t act out of deduction, you act out of

an inner feel, making sense as you go. You’re not even thinking. You’re

at one with the situation.

“Traditionally, Chinese and Japanese artists sit and look at a land-

scape. They might sit on a ledge for a whole week just looking at the

landscape and then suddenly move to paint  something very quickly.

It’s  the  same with martial  arts:  if  you have  to  think  in martial  arts,

you’re dead. The twenty or thirty years of training you’ve had mean

that  you’ve  internalized  lots  of  possible  patterns  and  can  direct  all

your attention to what is happening right now.” 

He pointed out parallels in science as well, saying that “most scien-

tists take existing frameworks and overlay them onto some situation,”

while “first-rate ones sit back and study the situation from many, many

angles and then ask, ‘What’s fundamentally going on here?’ My obser-

vation is that these outstanding people have no more intelligence than

the ‘good’ scientists do, but  they do have this other ability, and that

makes all the difference.

“There are many types of understanding. The simplest is a sort of

knee-jerk  understanding  where  you  just  say,  ‘Oh,  they’ve  got  an

inventory problem here.’ Then there’s the deeper kind of understand-

ing  that  asks, ‘What  really  is  the  problem  here?’ The  first  type  of

understanding  tends  to be  the  standard  cognitive  kind  that  you  can

work with  in your conscious mind. But  there’s a deeper  level  that’s

more fundamental—and more rewarding. Instead of calling it ‘under-

standing,’ I would call this deeper level ‘knowing.’” 

When Otto asked about this “knowing” and how it arises, Arthur

responded,  “This  inner  knowing  comes  from  here,”  pointing  to  his

heart. “Every one of us has experienced this  in different ways, con-

sciously or unconsciously.” 

In response to Joseph asking how this would work for managers and
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leaders who are under enormous pressure to act fast, Arthur replied

that the kind of observation he was referring to “might take days or

hours or fractions of a second in martial arts, or in sports. My point

is that if you do the knee-jerk thing, you’re overlaying a stock solution

on a new situation. In this country, managers think that a fast decision

is what counts. If the situation is new, slowing down is necessary. Slow

down. Observe.  Position  yourself. Then  act  fast  and with  a  natural

flow that comes from the inner knowing. You have to slow down long

enough  to  really  see what’s needed. With  a  freshness of vision, you

have the possibility of a freshness of action, and the overall response

on a collective  level can be much quicker than trying to  implement

hasty decisions that aren’t compelling to people.” 

A Second Type of Learning

Eventually, with the help of stories like those of Vision Guatemala and

Otto’s experience with the fire, we began to see that Arthur was talk-

ing  about  a “second  type” of  learning,  in which  the  future becomes

more  active.  From  John  Dewey  on,  theorists  have  argued  that  we

learn from the past through cycles of action and reflection that lead to

new actions. But Arthur was pointing to a different type of learning

process where we  learn  instead  from a  future  that has not yet hap-

pened  and  from  continually  discovering  our  part  in  bringing  that

future to pass. Learning based on the past suffices when the past is a

good  guide  to  the  future.  But  it  leaves  us  blind  to  profound  shifts 

when whole new forces shaping change arise. 

Dewey’s  original  articulation  of  the  learning  cycle  involved  four

stages:  “observe,”  “discover,”  invent”  (new  actions),  and  “produce”

(those actions). Since then, academics and consultants have developed

many versions of the Dewey learning cycle. While these versions dif-
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fer in terminology and particular details from Dewey’s original, they

remain true to Dewey’s original intent of characterizing what happens

in learning from past experience—as do virtually all models of sus-

taining  learning  based  on  past  experience  in working  teams  and  in

larger organizational units.4 The same is true for common models of

organizational change. For example, models of “planned change” typ-

ically involve three stages: gather information, following due diligence

procedures;  decide  what  you  want  to  do,  making  decisions  and

enrolling people in the decision; and follow through, monitoring and

adjusting as you go.5

But  as  Adam Kahane  says, most  change  processes  are  superficial

because they don’t generate the depth of understanding and commit-

ment  that  is  required  for  sustaining  change  in  truly demanding  cir-

cumstances. Planning, deciding,  and monitoring and controlling  the

ensuing process may be all that are needed in situations where change

is essentially about reacting to new circumstances but, says Kahane,

“when you’re facing very difficult issues or dilemmas, when very dif-

ferent people need to align  in very complex settings, and when the

future might really be very different from the past, a different process

is required.” 

For several years, Joseph had talked about this different process as

“sensing and actualizing new realities prior to their emerging.”6 At the

same time, Otto had been developing a theory of different  levels of

perception and change, using the image of a “U” to distinguish differ-

ent depths of perceiving reality and different levels of action that fol-

low  from  that.7 In  Arthur’s  terms,  the  process  entails  three major

stages or elements: “Observe, observe, observe”—become one with

the world; “retreat and reflect”—allow the inner knowing to emerge;

“act swiftly, with a natural flow.” We have come to call these sensing,

presencing, and realizing.
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Sensing

The  three basic  aspects of  this U movement are extensions of what

happens  in all  learning processes. That’s why  they bear a  superficial

similarity  to  standard models  of  planned  change.  In  a  sense,  more

superficial learning and change processes are abbreviated versions of

the U movement. Most change efforts, for example, don’t move very

far  “down  the  U”  because  little  deeper  sensing  occurs.  Gathering

information doesn’t necessarily imply either suspending habitual ways

of seeing or redirecting our attention to sense what is happening from

within a situation or phenomenon, rather than from outside. It’s quite

possible  to  simply gather  information  that  confirms our preexisting

assumptions—indeed it’s common.8We “download our mental mod-

els,” as Otto says, and see what we’re prepared to see. In a sense, what

we’re seeing is our past, in the form of our mental models reflecting

past experience. Even when we do suspend and see freshly, there’s no

guarantee that we will see our own connection to what exists already.

By contrast, Arthur talked about not imposing preestablished frame-

works, even tacitly, and immersing yourself in the reality of the situa-

tion until ultimately you become “one with the situation.” 
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Presencing

Likewise, the depth of what happens in “sensing,” moving down the U,

shapes what happens thereafter. Standard theories of change revolve

around making decisions, determining “the vision,” and very often act-

ing  through  a  charismatic  figure who  can  command people’s “com-

mitment to the vision.” But Arthur spoke of reaching a state of clari-

ty about and connection to what is emerging, to an “inner knowing”

where,  “in  a  sense,  there  is  no  decision  making. What  to  do  just

becomes  obvious,”  and what  is  achieved “depends  on where  you’re

coming  from  and  who  you  are  as  a  person.” The  rational  calculus

model of decision making and following through pays little attention

to the inner state of the decision maker.

The  state  at  the  bottom  of  the U  is  presencing—seeing  from  the

deepest source and becoming a vehicle for that source. When we sus-

pend and redirect our attention, perception starts to arise from with-

in the living process of the whole. When we are presencing, it moves

further, to arise from the highest future possibility that connects self

and whole. The real challenge in understanding presencing lies not in

its abstractness but in the subtlety of the experience.

For example,  as Otto  stood  in  front of his burning home,  all  his

habitual  thoughts  stunned  into  suspension,  he  experienced  a  subtle

progression.  When  he  realized  that  virtually  everything  that  had

defined him was gone, his habitual sense of identity started to shift. Yet

he knew he was  still  there. Then, “as my gaze  sank deeper  into  the

flames, the flames also seemed to sink into me.” This is redirecting—

moving from seeing the details to accessing the imaginative capacity to

see the living whole of the fire and the self. 

At that point he felt himself dropping to a still deeper level: “At that

moment, time slowed to complete stillness and I felt drawn in a direc-
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tion  above  my  physical  body  and  began  watching  the  whole  scene

from  that  other  place.  I  felt  my  mind  expanding  to  a  moment  of

unparalleled clarity of awareness. I realized that I was not the person

I thought I was.” Otto realized that he was not attached to “the tons of

stuff now smoldering inside the ruins” and that “I, my true Self, was

still alive—more alive, more awake, more acutely present than ever

before.”

Then, he added, “At that moment, with everything gone, I sudden-

ly  felt  released and  free  to encounter  that other part of myself,  the

part that drew me into the future––into my future—and into a world

that I might bring into reality with my life.”

For Otto, this was the experience of presencing in that particular

moment. For others, it may be different. Peter speaks of “totally for-

getting myself ” sometimes when speaking with groups. “I am the audi-

ence, and they are me. When this happens, I know with certainty that

whatever  arises  is  exactly  what  needs  to  arise  at  that  moment.”

Reflecting on  the profound  silence  that  followed Ronalth Ochaeta’s

story of the bones of the unborn children, the Vision Guatemala team

members said that it was as if there were “a spirit in the room” or “a

moment of communion,” which led to their later success. Joseph felt

a “heightened sense of awareness and a panoramic sense of knowing”

in Baja when “boundaries between animals and me, and seemingly all

the larger world, were collapsing. Out of this profound opening of the

heart, all my past commitments were released. I was about to discov-

er what I would be doing in the next phase of my life.” 

In effect, presencing constitutes a third type of seeing, beyond see-

ing  external  reality  and  beyond  even  seeing  from within  the  living

whole.  It  is  seeing  from  within  the  source  from  which  the  future

whole  is  emerging, peering back  at  the present  from  the  future.  In

these moments, we  can  feel  linked  to our highest  future possibility

and destiny. The source of  intention shifts  from our past to a future
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that  depends  on  us,  as  Otto  says,  “from  your  historical  self,  your

desires and needs, to your Self with a capital ‘S’ as your highest future

possibility.” The bottom of the U is where, in Joseph’s words, you dis-

cover “who you really are as a servant or steward for what’s needed in

the world. This is the ‘inner knowing’ Arthur is talking about. Then,

once you see what’s needed of you, you act spontaneously.”

We chose the term “presencing” to describe this state because it is

about becoming totally present—to the larger space or field around

us, to an expanded sense of self, and, ultimately, to what is emerging

through us. 

Realizing 

Moving up the U involves bringing something new into reality, just as

in  the  standard  model  of  learning—but  this  action  comes  from  a

source that’s deeper than the rational mind. Arthur’s analogy to mar-

tial arts (“If you have to think in the martial arts, you’re dead”) empha-

sizes  the  importance  of  the  ability  to  act  in  a  natural  flow.  As  one

interviewee put it, “It’s almost as if I’m watching myself in action. I’m

both  engaged  and  simultaneously  detached. When  that  happens,  I

know there will be magic.” 

In part, the magic comes from the capacity to sense something new

and act instantaneously in accordance with what that felt knowledge

dictates.  By  contrast,  the  chronic  shortcoming  of  many  planned

change efforts is blind adherence to “the plan.”9 The magic also arises

because our awareness is expanded and the source of our intention has

shifted. Just as moving down the U requires refraining from imposing

preestablished  frameworks,  moving  up  from  the  bottom  of  the  U

involves not  imposing our will.  As  Joseph puts  it, “Operating  from

this larger intention brings into play forces one could never tap from
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just trying to impose our will on a situation.” 

We also realized that people moving up the U do not  feel alone.

They feel connected to one another and to the world. The most basic

distinction between the theory of the U and the way we usually try to

produce change lies, as Otto put it, in “the relationship between us, as

observers and as actors, and the world  in which we operate.” At  its

essence, the theory of the U poses a question: “What does it mean to

act  in  the world and not on  the world?”  In  the  standard model,  the

change  leader  or  leaders  are  separate  from what  they’re  seeking  to

change. For example, executives seek to “change their organization,”

as if it were an entity separate from themselves. They then find them-

selves frustrated when others resist the planned changes, again exter-

nalizing  the  difficulty.  Indeed,  the  very  terms “change  program”  or

“rolling out the change initiative” imply the imposition of human will

on a presumed external reality.

But  the  U  theory  suggests  a  different  stance  of  “cocreation”

between the individual or collective and the larger world. The self and

the world are inescapably interconnected. The self doesn’t react to a

reality outside, nor does it create something new in isolation—rather,

like  the  seed of  a  tree,  it becomes  the gateway  for  the coming  into

being of a new world. Ultimately, it becomes impossible to say, “I’m

doing  this”  or  “We’re  doing  this”  because  the  experience  is  one  of

unbroken  awareness  and  action.  This  sensibility  was  beautifully

expressed more than two thousand years ago in the Bhagavad Gita: “All

actions are wrought by the qualities of nature only. The self, deluded

by egoism, thinketh: ‘I am the doer.’”10
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7. 

The Eye of the Needle:
Letting Go and Letting Come

In ancient Jerusalem, there was a gate called “the needle” whichwas so narrow that when a fully loaded camel approached it, the

camel  driver  had  to  take  off  all  the  bundles  before  the  camel

could pass through. Referring obliquely to this well-known image of

his day, Jesus said, “It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a

needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God.”1

At  the  bottom of  the U  lies  a  sort  of  inner  gate, which  likewise

requires us to drop the baggage we’ve acquired on our journey. As we

move through it, we begin to see from within the source of what  is

emerging, letting it come into being through us. Some of our inter-

viewees described  this  inner gate  as  a “membrane” or  a “threshold.”

Some even saw it as a type of death-and-rebirth cycle: letting go and

surrendering belong to the death part of this cycle, while the coming
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into presence of a different sense of self seems to belong to the early

stages  of  a  new birth. When  this “threshold”  is  crossed  collectively,

people  offer many  different  accounts  of  the  experience.  Some  talk

about extraordinary creativity, some about almost boundless energy,

yet others about a dialogue where people forget who is saying what as

the flow of discovery seems to gather everyone together. Many simply

say that what happens cannot be understood rationally because some-

thing  that  appears  impossible  has  occurred—like  a  camel  passing

through the eye of the needle. 

A Question from the Heart

In 1998, two of the largest companies in the world had just complet-

ed a massive merger of two key operating units. Now the new com-

pany, made  up  of  two  former  competitors,  had  to  compete  against

others, and there were many reasons  to doubt  its  success. The seri-

ousness of the challenges facing them led the CEO to appoint a team

made  up  of  managers  from  all  the  key  business  units,  along  with

Joseph and Otto as external participants. Their task was to design a

process  that  would  develop  leaders  who  could  enable  the  existing

businesses to compete effectively as well as create new businesses. 

The team worked together for four months. Still, on the last day of

the last scheduled meeting, the design for the leadership development

process had yet to be completed. The chief learning officer and for-

mal  leader  of  the  team was  scheduled  to  present  the  design  to  the

CEO the next day and request the necessary funding for implementa-

tion. The design had to be ready to go by the end of the day—which

at that point was just three hours away. Despite the importance of the

task, there was a total lack of creativity among the participants, even

though everyone knew that creativity was exactly what was needed. If
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the  meeting  ended  with  no  compelling  design,  the  whole  project

would be seen as a failure. 

As  the  anxiety  grew,  the  atmosphere  became  increasingly  tense.

Then a normally quiet and reserved deputy head of one of the major

business units named Dave stood up and faced the group. The passion

and vulnerability in his voice made it clear that what he had to say took

courage.  Looking  at  the  charts  on  the  wall  that  summarized  the

group’s  work,  he  said,  “I’m  really  struggling  here.  I  think  I  truly

understand the pieces, but  I  just can’t complete the whole picture.”

Turning to Otto, he asked, “Can you help me? Can you explain this to

me?  If we  can  just  see  that whole, we’ll  have  the  breakthrough we

need.”

Otto didn’t respond, in part because he didn’t have an immediate

answer to Dave’s question and in part because he did not want to dis-

turb the deepening silence. For a moment everyone was still. No one

in the group had ever asked for help quite like this before. Then Joseph

looked at the people sitting around the room and said, “You know, I

think what’s been missing is our willingness to speak and listen from

the heart.” After a pause, another team member said, “I think we could

create any change we wanted to if the sort of personal courage Dave

just demonstrated guided our everyday actions.” During the ensuing

hour, “everyone in the room seemed to begin speaking from a deeper

source,” said Joseph. “The design for the entire program became clear,

seemingly without  effort. What  had  seemed  impossible  just  before

took shape as if in an instant.”

Although many in the group didn’t know what to make of what had

happened,  the  experience  was  powerful.  “It  was  as  if  the  pattern

underlying the design had been there all along but we were so caught

up in the details we just couldn’t see it,” said one participant later. “It

was one of the most productive hours of collaborative work I’ve ever

experienced,” said another. In the ensuing months, the new leadership
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development process, dubbed “the Leadership Lab,” inspired a major

change in two key business units that were starting to show promising

results. Two years  later,  each of  them went  from “worst  to  first”  in

performance ratings. And just as important, Dave and several others

had discovered, as he said, “the energy and excitement that came from

being able to go to this different place in ourselves. It allowed us to

know where we needed to go—and to get there.” 

Surrendering Control

Getting to the “different place” that allows presencing to occur begins

as we develop a capacity to let go and surrender our perceived need

to control. Varela identified letting go as the third “basic gesture,” after

suspending and redirecting, in enhancing awareness: “Usually it’s life

that makes you let go. Sickness, danger, the disappointment of love—

something extreme forces you into that gesture of letting it go, letting

it be.” But he also believed that letting go was a capacity that could be

developed.

Suspension  allows  us  to  be  more  aware  of  what  our  habitual

thoughts  are,  as we  simply  step  back  and  notice  them. Redirection

opens  up  new  levels  of  awareness  by  moving  beyond  the  subject-

object duality that normally separates us from our reality. But it is easy

to become attached to that new awareness: perhaps because it is pleas-

ant,  perhaps  because  it’s  unpleasant,  perhaps  because  it’s  novel,  or

simply  because  it  feels “right.” Regardless  of  the  causes,  the  attach-

ment  takes  us  out  of  the  present  moment.  Continually  letting  go

keeps bringing us back to the here and now.

Developing the capacity to let go allows us to be open to what is

emerging and to practice what Buddhism and other meditative tradi-

tions  call  “nonattachment.”  In  Buddhist  theory,  two  Sanskrit  terms,
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vitarka and vicara, are used to describe the subtle attachments of mind.

Vitarka characterizes  the  state  of  “seeking,”  when  our  attention  is

attached to what we’re trying to make happen. Vicara characterizes the

state  of  “watching,”  when,  even  though  we’re  not  trying  to  force

something to happen, we’re still attached to an outcome we are wait-

ing for. With either, our mental attachment makes us blind or resist-

ant to other aspects of what is happening right now. Overcoming the

traps of vitarka and vicara requires continual letting go. 

When Dave asked the simple, honest question—“Can you help me

see the whole?”—he let go of his attachment to whatever expectations

he had had of what their company’s leadership development program

should look like. He also let go of any attachment he had to his image

in the group as someone who didn’t need help. In a sense, he spoke

for the larger group and enabled many others to let go of the precon-

ceived notions they held. By  letting go,  they could allow something

truly new to emerge.

Primary Knowing

Letting  go  extends  the  dissolution  of  subject-object  awareness  that

starts  with  redirecting,  opening  the  way  for  a  larger  awareness,

including, ultimately, a sense of what is emerging. Philosophers have

explored  letting  go  for  thousands  of  years,  but  several  among  our

interviewees brought modern scientific perspectives to bear in under-

standing  this  shift—people  such  as  Francisco  Varela  and  Eleanor

Rosch,  professor  of  cognitive  psychology  at  the  University  of

California at Berkeley. 

Rosch  is well-known for her work on color perception and cate-

gories,  which  demonstrates  the  limitation  of  traditional  notions  of

formal,  independent  categories  in  a  world where  “nothing  is  inde-
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pendent.” But  in the midst of a very successful academic career, she

began  “unhappily  poking  around,  asking myself, ‘Is  there  any  other

way  to  do  psychology?’”  Eventually  this  exploration  led  her  to

Buddhism, Taoism, meditation, and, some twenty years ago, to a feel-

ing that she was pursuing something that could “remake psychology.”

In  their  interview, Otto  asked  her  to  elaborate  on  her  comment

that science needs to be performed with the “mind of wisdom.” Rosch

responded that this need wasn’t limited to scientists. “What executives

do  is  not  that  fundamentally  different  from  what  artists  do.  Great

artists naturally operate  from this other  level and always have.” This

“other  level”  entails  a  different  sort  of  knowing,  what  is  called  in

Tibetan Buddhism “wisdom awareness.” Such knowing, said Rosch, is

based on the view that “mind and world are not separate.” Buddhism,

she explained, “has no self built into it. You don’t have independently

existing selves or objects. They’re codependent.”

But the Buddhist theory of the unity of mind and world is alien to

Western  thought,  and  developing  the  ability  to  talk  about  it  took

Rosch  a  long  time. Eventually  she  concluded  that  saying “mind  and

world  are not  separate” was not enough. Today  she  starts by distin-

guishing  two  types  of  knowing:  “analytic  knowing”  and  “primary

knowing.”

In the “analytic picture offered by the cognitive sciences, the world

consists of separate objects and states of affairs, the human mind is a

determinate machine which, in order to know, isolates and identifies

those objects and events,  finds  the  simplest possible predictive con-

tingencies between them, stores the results through time in memory,

relates  the  items  in  memory  to  each  other  such  that  they  form  a

coherent  but  indirect  representation  of  the world  and  oneself,  and

retrieves those representations in order to fulfill the only originating

value, which is to survive and reproduce in an evolutionarily success-

ful manner.”2

By contrast, “primary knowing” arises by means of “interconnected
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wholes, rather than isolated contingent parts and by means of time-

less, direct, presentation” rather than through stored “re-presentation.”

“Such knowing is open rather than determinate, and a sense of uncon-

ditional value, rather than conditional usefulness, is an inherent part

of the act of knowing itself,” said Rosch. Acting from such awareness

is “spontaneous, rather  than the result of decision making,” and  it  is

“compassionate . . . since it is based on wholes larger than the self.” 3

As Rosch told Otto, all these attributes—timeless, direct, sponta-

neous, open, unconditional value, and compassionate—go together as

one thing. That one thing is what some in Tibetan Buddhism call “the

natural state” and what Taoism calls “the Source.”4

“It’s what is ‘at the heart of the heart of the heart.’ When we’re con-

nected to that source, things become more and more integrated as a

path—with  intention,  body,  and mind  coming  together  rather  than

being all over the place,” she said.

According to Rosch’s theory, primary knowing is possible because

mind and world are aspects of  the  same underlying  field. When we

begin  to  connect  to  the  source,  perception  arises  “from  the whole

field. The notion of ‘field’ was the closest thing I could come up with-

in our current sciences to describe this phenomenon.

“Think of everything happening as moment-by-moment presenta-

tions from this deep heart source that has a knowing dimension to it.

Tibetan Buddhism talks about emptiness, luminosity, and the knowing

capacity  as  inseparable. That  knowing  capacity  actually  is  the  field

knowing itself, in a sense, or this larger context knowing itself.”

The problem is  that most of us have spent our  lives  immersed  in

analytic  knowing,  with  its  dualistic  separation  of  subject  (“I”)  and

object (“it”). There’s nothing wrong with analytic knowing. It’s useful

and  appropriate  for  many  activities—for  example,  for  interacting

with machines. But if it’s our only way of knowing, we’ll tend to apply

it in all situations. 

When we  interact with  a  living  system  from  the  analytic  stance,
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problems inevitably arise because the living field “doesn’t know itself.”

“A  field  that  doesn’t  know  itself  collapses  into  this  little  unidimen-

sional  subject-object  consciousness,  which  is  how  we  go  galloping

about  the  world.”  The  consequence  is  action  uninformed  by  the

whole. Rosch believes that lacking that connection to the source, “or

being ignorant of it, we just make terrible messes, as individuals, and

as nations and cultures.”

The Alien Self 

As a living field, in Rosch’s terms, comes to “know itself,” our identi-

fication with the “localized self ” diminishes, and a broader and more

generative sense of self begins to arise. It’s not that personal awareness

ceases, nor does does this loss of identification with the localized self

mean a loss of personal responsibility. But there is a shift in the locus

of awareness. This is what Dave called “going to this different place in

ourselves.” 

Our interviewees had different ways of characterizing this expan-

sion or “decentering” of the experience of self. Varela spoke of the “vir-

tual” or “fragile self ” as a way of helping us “get closer to understand-

ing what it means to be a subject,” to experience our personal, sub-

jective point of view. A subject “is not a stable, solid entity,” he said. In

coping with continually changing circumstances, the self is constantly

“updating  itself  or  renewing  itself.  .  .  .  So  virtuality  is  not  just  an

absence of a central self; it also has that kind of fragile flotation of com-

ing and going.” 

This process, explained Varela, is like a constant reframing of your-

self into what seems to be more real in each emerging moment. “You

know, the paradox of being more real means to be much more virtu-

al and therefore less substantial and less determined.”

100 Presence

www.irpublicpolicy.ir



 

He added, “A life of wisdom consists of being constantly engaged in

that  letting  go,  and  letting  the  virtuality  or  the  fragility  of  the  self

manifest  itself. When  you  are  with  somebody  who  really  has  that

capacity  to  a  full-blown  level,  it  affects  you. When  you meet  those

kinds of people, you enter  into a kind of  resonance with  them. You

relax—there’s  something  very  enjoyable  about  that  way  of  being.

There’s a joy in that kind of life.

“A fully developed human being is presencing constantly. . . . It’s to

be there where things happen. But it’s something that clearly cannot

be done if there’s a little me there that’s saying, ‘Oh, I’m manifesting

presencing.’”

Ryosoke Ohashi, a scholar of Japan’s leading twentieth-century Zen

philosopher, Kitaro Nishida,5 used  the word “alien  self ”  to describe

what arises when the localized sense of self fades: “Something which

is  quite  alien  to me  enables my  existence.”  Eastern  traditions  often

label  this “nothingness”: “This nothingness enables my existence and

also my relation with all.” But “in  traditional Christian  terminology,

this  absolute  alienness  could  be  said  to  be  God.  God  is  in  me—

although  Nishida  doesn’t  directly  say ‘God.’  But  something  that  is

quite alien to me is in my own self.” 

Stanford’s Michael Ray considers the shift in sense of self central to

creativity. He  believes  that  the  key  to  helping  students  access  their

deeper sources of creativity can be found in two questions: “Who is

my Self?” and “What is my Work?”When we talk about “Self,” said Ray,

“we’re  talking  about  your  higher  self,  your  divinity,  your  highest

future potential. And by asking ‘What is my Work?,’ we’re asking what

is the purpose of your existence or what are you meant to be.”

Varela  added  that  the  decentered  self  spontaneously  transforms

one’s relations with others. “The more the fragile self-subject deploys

itself, the more compassion deploys itself. . . . there’s the opening of

space  to  accommodate  or  to  take  care  of  the  other.”  In  the  decen-
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teredness,  “the  other  appears  closer.  Solidarity,  compassion,  care,

love—all of the different modes of being together—appear when the

self  is  decentered. Now  that,  to me,  is  a  great  gift  of  the universe.

Since we’re not solid and private and centered, the more we’re who

we are . . . [there are] both you and I. Not just me, but the ‘usness’ 

in us.” 

The birth of the decentered self is not without its problems. Since

the normal localized self is our vehicle for making sense of most of our

experience, transcending this self can be profoundly disorienting, and

when  it  happens,  people  often  have  great  difficulty  describing  the

experience. The  localized  self  can  find  the  decentered,  fragile  self

impossible to grasp and will try to reduce it to its own terms. Even

for those who try, describing this experience can be difficult. Talking

to Joseph long after the original leadership development design work-

shop, Dave said, “I’ve talked to many people about what it feels like to

be in this different state—the body feelings, where your ears are ring-

ing,  and  you  have  a  heightened  sense  of  awareness,  and  everything

around  you  seems  to  slow  down. You’re  literally  reading  people’s

thoughts as they talk to you. It’s as if people are one as they’re talking.

“When I describe this to people, you can almost see a jolt in their

body. Because they’re remembering, and they’re saying, ‘Yes! I’ve had

that experience!’ So why did they turn it off? Because they don’t know

how to express it. Or they’re afraid to express it because that’s ‘hocus-

pocus stuff.’ But it’s so much a part of us. We’re just afraid to turn it

on because of what people might say about it.”

Surrendering into Commitment

As the localized self’s grip on our awareness releases, there’s a “change

in  the quality of attention,”  in Varela’s words, “from ‘looking  for’  to
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‘letting  come.’” Here,  “surrendering  control”  evolves  into  what

Joseph calls “surrendering into commitment,” the gateway to operat-

ing from one’s deepest purpose, in concert with a larger whole.

When Joseph and Otto interviewed entrepreneurs and asked them

to describe the deeper aspects of their creation journeys and especial-

ly why, in spite of all the adversities, they kept going, they all answered

that  they  felt  compelled  to  continue,  that  they couldn’t “not do  it.”

This response points to a type of commitment that’s different from an

act of willpower in the normal sense. 

One way to understand this passage through the eye of the needle

is as a continuation of the transformation of the relationship between

self and world that begins with sensing. When we start down the left-

hand  side  of  the  U,  we  experience  the  world  as  something  given,

something “out  there.” Gradually, we  shift  our  perception  to  seeing

from inside the living process underlying reality. Then, as we move up

the  right-hand  side  of  the  U,  we  start  to  experience  the  world  as

unfolding through us. On the left-hand side of the U, the world is “as

it  is”  and  later  “as  it  emerges”;  on  the  right-hand  side  the world  is

“coming into being through us.” Starting down the left-hand side, the

self  is an observer of  this exterior world, which  is a creation of  the

past.  Starting  up  the  right-hand  side,  the  self  turns  into  a  source

through which the future begins to emerge. 

The shift involved in moving from one state to another is the mys-

tery that happens at the bottom of the U. This inversion of the rela-

tional web of self and world cannot be reduced to words, and people

experience it in different ways. This was Otto’s shift in awareness at

the fire, leading to feeling “released and free.” It is Peter’s experience

that “I am the audience and they are me” and that “something precious

is about to be given to us.” It is Betty Sue’s sense of the emergence of

an “already existing yet still-to-be-created design that you are some-

how part of.” And it is Joseph’s “profound opening of the heart.” 
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104 Presence

All these are examples of the third aspect of presencing—the sense

of  being  present  to,  as  Otto  puts  it,  “what  is  seeking  to  emerge

through me.” The  intentionality of what  is emerging  implied  in  this

statement mirrors  another  observation  of  Rosch’s.  Speaking  of  her

experiences  as  a  longtime meditator  and  student  of  Buddhism  and

Taoism, Rosch observed, “If you follow your nature enough, if you fol-

low your nature as it moves, if you follow so far that you really let go,

then you find that you’re actually the original being, the original way

of being. . . . The original being knows things and acts, does things in

its own way. It actually has a great intention to be itself, and it will do

so if you just let it.” 

Referring to the Taoist notion of Source, Rosch said, “There’s this

awareness, this little spark, which is completely independent of all the

things that we think are so important—achievement or nonachieve-

ment,  even  being  alive  or  dead,  or  awake  or  asleep. This  supposed

world actually radiates from that. This is the way things happen, and

in  the  light of  that,  action becomes action  that  supports  the whole,

action that includes everything and does everything that’s needed.” 

Action  that  originates  from  this  connection with  Source  appears

“without  conscious  control—even without  the  sense  of ‘me’  doing

it—a  spontaneous  product  of  the  whole.”  And  such  action,  said

Rosch, “can be shockingly effective.”6
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8. 

The Wedding

May 2001

Whenever  we  had  the  opportunity  in  the  following

weeks, we talked about experiences of the mysterious

reversal  at  the  bottom  of  the  U,  especially  when  it

happened collectively. 

During one meeting on Maple Avenue, Otto told us a story about

a health care project he’d been working on for several years with his

colleague Ursula Versteegen  in  the Main  region north of Frankfurt,

Germany. This  area, with  a  population of  about  300,000 people,  is

served  by  a  variety  of  private  health  care  systems  overseen  by  the

German government’s Gesundheitsministerium, or health care min-

istry.  Ursula and Otto had been working with a network of physicians

who wanted  to  innovate  and  improve  emergency  care  service.    As
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with health care professionals around the world, this group was under

enormous stress to manage costs and quality, but behind these prob-

lems  were  deeper  questions. What  really  was  their  purpose? Were

they there to just “patch people up”? Or were they truly committed to

physical, mental,  and emotional health?  And  is  this even possible  in

today’s hectic and stressful world?

�
“We began the project by conducting more than one hundred and thir-

ty interviews over several months with both patients and physicians,

focused  mainly  on  the  doctor-patient  relationship,”  Otto  related.

“Then we invited the people we’d interviewed to come to a weekend

meeting to look at the results. The meeting was held in an old school

in the regional capital. Almost one hundred people showed up. 

“We had organized our  findings  from the  interviews around  four

different levels at which doctors and patients can, potentially, relate.

“The first level of the doctor-patient relationship is simply transac-

tional. If I’m a patient with a broken part, the doctor is like a mechan-

ic, there to fix my broken part. So, for example, one of the intervie-

wees said, ‘I’m coming with a problem, and he must solve my prob-

lem. My role is that I need help. The role of my doctor is that he pro-

vides that help.’ 

“The second level involves a different kind of relationship in which

the focus is not just on the broken part but also on how that broken-

ness is related to behavior. At this  level, the physician relates differ-

ently to me as a patient, in that I must change my behavior. For exam-

ple, the doctor gives me a certain diet or a list of ‘do’s’ and ‘don’ts.’

One patient said, ‘Does  it always have to be a pharmaceutical  treat-

ment? No, not for me. I want to be told, ‘It’s your attitude—you must

change your behavior. You must do more for yourself.’
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“Then, on a deeper level, the doctor might help patients reflect on

why they are behaving as they are. On that level, the doctor is a coach

who  creates  an  environment  that  helps  patients  to  reflect  on  the

assumptions that might lie behind their behavior. Another patient told

us, ‘When you don’t consider life as a gift, than you become sick—

and  are  forced  to  think.’  Many  told  us, ‘Oh,  I  didn’t  realize  how

important life is. You take it for granted.’

“But in a few cases, we also found that there was a fourth level of

relationship, which we weren’t quite sure how to describe initially. It

seems to be related to ‘who I, the patient, am—my uniqueness as a

person.’ At this level, the real changes might require letting go of an

old identity and entering into a new identity. At that level, the doctor

and patient enter a relationship of mutual influence and vulnerability,

each open to discovering themselves. For example, one patient  told

us, ‘I’m somebody who never got sick. And then all of a sudden I had

cancer. I used to be the entertainer everywhere, I worked hard, I was

a member of various committees, and I just neglected the fact that I

was sick. I only learned at the age of fifty-eight to say “No.” Before, I

was always ready to go. I always functioned. I didn’t even realize that

I’d  lost my  identity on  the way down.  I’m not concerned about my

future anymore. Today is what is important to me. Now.’ ‘There are

times when I really feel like I’m making a difference,’ said one doctor.

‘These  aren’t  the  times  when  I  just  prescribe  something  or  repair

something, but when there’s a quality of conversation in which both

the patient and I see something truly new, something that really proves

to have a healing quality.’

“At the weekend meeting, we organized the participants into small

groups to discuss what these levels meant to them. Then we gave them

little  sticky  dots  and  asked  them  to  put  a  red  dot  on  the  level  of 

doctor-patient relationship that represented their personal experience

of the current system and a green dot on the one that they wanted the
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reality to be. When the voting was over, more than ninety-five percent

of all the red dots were at level one and two, and ninety-five percent

of the green dots were at three and four. When that picture became

obvious, the room grew very, very quiet.

“We pointed out  that as patients and physicians, almost everyone

seemed to want the same thing—to operate on level three or four—

but that what they collectively produced was levels one and two. ‘But,’

we told them ‘the system isn’t something out there—you’re the sys-

tem. The system is what you enact.’

“Then a guy in the middle of the room got up. It turned out that he

was the mayor. He said that he was encountering the same thing in his

administration—all  they were doing was reacting and  fixing broken

parts on  levels one and two, and they were unable  to move politics

into levels three and four. 

“When the mayor sat down, a woman stood up and said  that  she

was a teacher at the school—and there it was exactly the same story.

She said that all they did was to organize the learning process around

level one or level two, ‘pouring dead bodies of knowledge into empty

barrels’—they  weren’t  really  able  to  get  to  these  deeper  levels  of

knowing that release people’s awareness of who they are. True educa-

tion on  these deeper  levels means not  to  fill  a barrel but  to ‘light a

flame.’

“Then a farmer stood up and said that it was the same in farming.

‘All we do is fix the soil with our fertilizers, repairing what we think

is broken  in order to get the production we want.’ He talked about

how  the whole  conventional  farming mentality  arises  from  treating

the land with an industrial age, mechanical input-output view of pro-

duction. ‘There’s no deep appreciation of the earth or of the need to

work with it, to enhance the quality of the soil. But the earth is some-

thing alive—it has its own life.’ He talked about how it’s possible for

people and the land to cocreate the food that we need but how that
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doesn’t happen today.  ‘We don’t conceive of a farm as a living whole,

as an ecology. We see  it  as a  level one or  two mechanical  thing,’ he

said.

“That was the way the whole morning conversation went. One per-

son  after  another  talked,  and gradually  there was  a  huge,  collective

reframing—not just for individual people, but for the community as

a whole.” 

Otto paused. 

“Otto,” Peter said, “I could almost feel what was about to happen in

your story when you described the group looking at all the red and

green  dots. What  felt  most  familiar  was  the  quiet  you  described.

Then, when people took turns speaking, I could almost feel a sort of

field coming into existence, something that gathered up everyone and

all of those problems and which gradually revealed itself as the deep-

er generative source.”

“I like the way you put that,” Otto replied, “that in these situations

you  feel  a  field  that  gathers  everyone  up.  That  is  precisely  what

Eleanor  Rosch  was  talking  about  when  she  described  the  ‘field 

knowing itself’ and ‘developing according to its own nature.’ Clearly,

something had shifted in that room. It’s very hard to say what it was,

exactly—after  all,  there were  only  a  hundred  people  in  this meet-

ing—yet you could feel the presence of a much larger system.”

Peter  nodded. “And  that  larger  system  included much  of  human

history. It was remarkable how inclusive that new awareness became.

It went way beyond the health care system. When people stood and

spoke,  they  basically  recapitulated,  in  reverse  order,  the  history  of

social systems. First they spoke about the health care system, which is

relatively recent. Then they worked back to the older systems of gov-

erning and educating and, finally, to the very earliest system humans

invented, our system of food production. Not only did the deep pat-

tern of operating at level one or two in all facets of the current health
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care system show up, but the same pattern showed up in most aspects

of our current way of living. It amazes me how ‘the whole of things’

can emerge, almost magically, in the midst of something very concrete

and immediate, like the problem of how a particular group of doctors

and patients can relate better. This is surely Goethe’s whole ‘presenc-

ing  itself  in  the  parts,’  with  deeper  patterns  revealing  themselves

through ‘the concrete particulars.’”

“For me, this was an indication of just how deeply that community

was listening,” said Betty Sue. “The more clearly we ‘see’ the specific

system and our part in creating it, the more clearly we also see how

the specific system mirrors the deeper systems as well.

“But Otto,  this  story  raises  a  question  I’ve been  struggling with.

What really happens at the bottom of the U? Moving down the U is

about slowing and quieting so that we can truly sense or take in what

is happening around us. Moving up the U is all about bringing the new

into being, about realizing and cocreating. Obviously, there’s a major

shift between these two that somehow occurs at the bottom of the U,

and  I  don’t  yet  see  it  in  your  story. Doing  the  interviews  and  then

bringing all these health care workers together helped everyone sense

what was happening. They started to see the whole of the system, the

sickness that’s so embedded everywhere. And they started to see their

part in creating the system as it is. 

“Still, at this point, you don’t see the future that ‘wants to emerge’

but only the whole system as it is now, which is all based on the past.

So isn’t it true that at this point, in a sense, everyone was still looking

at the past?”

“Yes,  that’s  true,”  said  Otto.  “But  your  question  reminds  me  of

something else that happened. When all the participants in the proj-

ect  saw that  they were operating on  levels one and  two and not on

three  and  four—and  not  just  in  the  health  care  system  but  every-

where—a woman  leaned  forward  and  addressed  the  doctor  who’d

110 Presence

www.irpublicpolicy.ir



 

spoken just before her, saying ‘I feel I have to shelter my doctor so that

he doesn’t get killed in this system.’ 

“Now,  if  you  know  anything  about  the  psychology  of  doctors  in

Germany, you know that they have a high aspiration to alleviate suf-

fering, but they operate in a system that makes it difficult for them to

do this. They suffer because what they do is so far from their intent—

and the patients also suffer because the doctors often treat them poor-

ly. This woman was enacting the doctors’ highest aspirations for how

they wanted to act in relation to patients. It was such a simple, heart-

felt statement that it opened a space in the conversation. Looking back

at it now, I think that it offered a glimpse of how this whole system

could  operate  in  the  future.  It was  a moment where  the  collective

field shifted from enacting the patterns of the current whole to uncov-

ering an emerging possibility.” 

“So she, or her statement, was the ‘part’ of a whole new possible

future showing up,” said Betty Sue. “In other words, at the bottom of

the U, the essence of what might be starts to become real in how we

are with one another right now.”

“Yes, at the bottom of the U, you start to see the future that wants

to  emerge  as  people  spontaneously  enact  new ways of  being  in  the

moment. We all have our own experiences of this. For me, when I’m

part of a social field that crosses the threshold at the bottom of the U,

it feels as if I’m participating in the birth of a new world. It’s a pro-

found,  quieting  experience  in  that  I  feel  as  if  I’ve  been  touched  by

eternal beauty. There’s a deep opening of my higher Self. The move-

ment ‘upwards’ is caused by what begins to come into being through

that opening.”

“And this newness starts to be evident by what is happening in that

moment,” added Betty Sue.

“Yes,”  Otto  replied.  “And  at  this  point,  crystallizing  this  larger

intent  into  concrete  visions  for  action  can  really  be  quite  simple. 
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The visions don’t have to be perfect. They just need to be enough to

get started.

“For example, later on that same day we said, ‘Okay, everybody can

see that we’re producing levels one and two. So what initiatives could

we undertake that would bring us from one and two to three and four?

If there aren’t any, we’ll just close the session here.’

“Before long people began to suggest ideas, and by the end of the

afternoon,  several  groups  had  committed  to working  together. The

projects they formed—including a highly innovative emergency care

system—have contributed  significantly  to  the ongoing health devel-

opment of this region over the four years since the original weekend

forum. I recently asked one of the senior health care executives in the

region, who was not involved in the original group, why an idea that

many experts had regarded as good, but unlikely to succeed, had, in

fact, succeeded. He said that there is a highly committed core group

of a hundred physicians, practitioners, and patients who bring a qual-

ity of intention that has radiated over time to affect ‘the consciousness

of all the decision makers in the system.’

“Of course, at the time of our initial weekend meeting, none of this

could have been foreseen—but you could feel the larger intention that

was present,”  added Otto. “The day after  the doctor-patient  forum,

Ursula and I and the core group of doctors met to clean up the school-

room we’d been using. We were joined by some patients who’d shown

up, unasked, to help. It was like the morning after a big, wild party,

when  you’re  hanging  out,  tired  but  elated,  and  ready  for whatever

happens next.

“With all the help, we finished the cleanup a little ahead of time.

Someone saw a chair  in a nice sunny spot next to some trees at the

entrance area of the school and sat down with a cup of coffee. Another

person pulled up a chair and joined in. Soon we were all sitting in a

loosely  structured  circle.  Someone  volunteered  to  get  the  leftovers
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from the kitchen. When they returned, the grill was already lit, and

we joined together to share an impromptu meal.

“I asked the woman next to me what she thought of the forum the

day before. She told me she had been very touched by it. 

“‘Touched by what?’ I asked. 

“‘Well, in a way, I experienced the day like a wedding,’ she said. 

“A wedding! I couldn’t believe it. She had found the perfect words

to  describe  a  subtle  level  of  experience  that  I’d  been  unable  to

express. The day had truly been about joining two separate elements

of a larger field—the doctors and the patients together in a health care

system—in a way that strengthened both and opened possibilities for

each. I turned to look at our little wedding party and for a moment

felt everything slowing; it was as  if a thick, warm light was pouring

down upon  and  around us,  linking  us  in  an  invisible  bond,  head  to

head  and  heart  to  heart. The  presence  of  this  slowing  and  quieting

light was more real than words can say.”

We were quiet  for a moment. Then Joseph remarked, “It  amazes

me how many of the people we’ve interviewed have described similar

experiences. It may just be that part of the process of moving through

the bottom of the U is becoming aware of the incredible beauty of life

itself, of becoming reenchanted with the world.

“While you were talking, I was thinking that the difference between

moving down the U and presencing is that when you are moving down

the U, seeing and suspending, your awareness is limited to the current

field.  Presencing  opens  and  connects  you with  a  larger,  underlying

field that goes beyond what exists now and opens up this great power

and beauty.” 

“But  paradoxically,  this  requires  looking  inside,  and  sometimes

groups aren’t ready to do that,” said Otto. “Moving down the U does

not guarantee that you will move up. Some groups hit a real wall and

aren’t  able  to  quit  looking  outside  themselves,  at  their  ‘external’
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world. They must begin to see, as Joseph says, from the point of view

of the higher self and a larger intention, which is always conscious of

who you are, and what your work is.”

“And when you do that, when you discover what you’re here for,

the forces of nature also operate in your service,” said Joseph. “Then,

as you move back up the U, all sorts of things start to happen that aid

in  the  realization  of  your  aims,  things  you  had  no  right  to  expect.

Somehow, when you’re acting from this place, you’re not alone—and

I think this is just as true for a collective as for an individual.” 

“Here’s where all the weird stuff starts happening,” said Betty Sue

with a laugh. “When you see what you’re here for, the world begins to

mirror your purpose in a magical way. It’s almost as if you suddenly

find yourself on a stage in a play that was written expressly for you.” 
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9. 

In the Corridor of Dreams 

September 2001

It was early September before we met again on Maple Avenue, but

the hiatus didn’t seem to matter. As we reflected on the events of

the summer, we began to see that what we’d been talking about—

sensing, presencing, and realizing a “future that depended upon us”—

was now happening in our own lives. Our journey “up the U” was

starting to draw us to powerful places and unexpected partners, and

the seeds of new initiatives were beginning to make themselves evi-

dent. We also discovered that realizing requires continual sensing and

presencing: the core capabilities for moving down the U become even

more important as new partners join in, and the world and our aware-

ness evolve.

Our conversation eventually turned to three separate meetings

held in late June, mid-August, and late August. Though planned sepa-
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rately, they became elements of a single development. In June, Peter

and Joseph had met with a group of senior executives from the SoL

network for a long weekend of reflection and conversation in the

colonial whaling village of Marblehead, Massachusetts. Six weeks later

they were together again at the annual SoL Executive Champions’

Workshop (ECW) in Stowe, Vermont. And at the close of the sum-

mer, Otto and Joseph joined Adam Kahane, Brian Arthur, and sever-

al others at John Milton’s Sacred Land Trust in south central

Colorado, a meeting that sharpened the vision that had crystallized

over the summer.

�
“We had convened in Marblehead to assess SoL’s development as a

global network,” Peter told Otto and Betty Sue. “Many of the found-

ing members were there, including Joseph and me, along with newer

members from countries developing learning communities. Only

about half the group knew one other in advance, but their shared

experience building learning-oriented organizational cultures estab-

lished a strong connection—so strong that people quickly fell into an

open dialogue about what they sensed was happening, not just in the

SoL network but in the world.”

“The opening conversation was extremely powerful,” Joseph

agreed. “Every person spoke straight from the heart about the deep

fear they were experiencing. They said things like ‘We’re living in

unprecedented times’ and that for the first time, they were ‘afraid’ in

the face of the hostility to globalization and the ‘imperial size of cor-

porations.’ One of the first people to speak said, ‘We talk about the

digital divide that separates those participating in the global economy

from those who are excluded. But this is a kind of sanitized way to talk

about the real divide—the social divide—which increasingly sepa-

rates the haves from the have-nots.’
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“Another said his senior leadership is deeply concerned, and added,

‘We’re actually terrified. Much of the world lives in poverty—the

world is splitting apart. The growing social divide can make continued

global economic development impossible if it’s not rectified.’” 

“They all seemed to sense a pervasive unsustainability in our pres-

ent situation,” Peter agreed. “I recall one person saying that senior

company officers were dismayed at the extraordinarily dangerous

position they find themselves in. He said it was like being in the mid-

dle of a game of chess where ‘every decision is crucial. Things turn on

a dime and the clock is ticking. It’s an eerie feeling.’ 

“Another talked about the ‘blatantly unsustainable requirements by

Wall Street’ that all corporations continually grow at the highest rate

possible. And someone else said, ‘We all know it’s unsustainable. What

will it take to redefine business growth so it’s consistent with nature,

and consistent with life?’” 

“When it was my turn to check in,” said Joseph, “I was surprised to

find myself spontaneously restating what had been said in those final

hours in Baja about the state of the world. I told the group about the

requiem scenario and why it seemed important. ‘If we don’t start to

recognize the seriousness of our predicament,’ I said, ‘it could become

a self-fulfilling prophecy. But if we do, I truly believe that a profound

shift of the whole could start within our own generation.’”

“That opening conversation set the tone for the two days,” contin-

ued Peter. “Several people commented that they felt as if they’d been

called to Marblehead to speak openly about what they were seeing in

the world. At the end of the meeting, the group decided to create a

joint statement of their concerns that they could share within their

companies. They wanted people to see what peers in other leading

multinational businesses were thinking and feeling about the state of

the world.” 

“I read that letter on the SoL web site,” said Betty Sue. “I was sur-

prised that they would address topics like these so candidly. I worry
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that as fear and distrust grow, the possibilities for positive collabora-

tive inquiry also diminish. But I was heartened by the fact that people

from at least some major corporations can talk openly about such

complex problems.”

Peter nodded. “I was stunned by how clearly they articulated prob-

lems and how intensely this group felt about the urgency of the situa-

tion. Something new is happening when senior corporate execu-

tives—and these were very pragmatic and well informed people—

have issues like these at the front of their minds.

“Since the meeting, I’ve shared the Marblehead letter1 with many

groups. Almost everyone can identify with what is expressed there.

These are not the sorts of words that come out of corporate PR

departments or show up in official business roundtable meetings.

They are words that come from honest people who trust one anoth-

er, giving voice to their deepest concerns. Indeed, simply enabling

leaders of all sorts to talk honestly with one another may be the most

urgent need. 

“The letter they eventually wrote concluded by stating: ‘Complex,

interdependent issues such as these are increasingly shaping the con-

text for strategy. Yet the pressures created by these very issues tend to

keep leaders in a continual “doing” mode, with little or no time for

reflection and real thinking. We believe that there is a greater need

than ever for leaders to meet and genuinely “think together”—the real

meaning of dialogue. Only through creating such opportunities can

there be any hope of building the shared understanding and coordi-

nated innovative action that the world desperately needs.’”

“I think a growing number of people believe there are profound

flaws in the current process of globalization,” added Otto. “But those

who are in the middle of the largest global institutions and who see

these flaws are still a small minority, and the environment of trust

needed to think together about these problems is fragile.”

“Yes, you can see a sort of split opening within the corporate
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world, both in how we are with one another and in how we think

about the whole global capitalist system,” Betty Sue said thoughtfully.

“I experienced this quite strongly in a meeting that I facilitated with

Adam in late July. 

“It was a more heterogeneous executive group than you had in
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The Marblehead Letter 

A natural agenda of issues is shaping the future, especially for corpora-

tions with global scope.

• The social divide: the ever-widening gap between those participating

in the increasingly interdependent global economy and those not.

How long can 15% of the people get 85% of the benefits of globaliza-

tion?

• Redefining growth: economic growth based on ever increasing mate-

rial use and discard is inconsistent with a finite world.

How long can we keep piling up more junk in the same box?

• Variety and inclusiveness: developing inclusion as a core competence

in increasingly multi-cultural organizations. 

Who is the “we”? 

• Attracting talented people and realizing their potential: developing

commitment in a world of “free agents” and “volunteer” talent. 

What are we committed to, really?

• The role of the corporation: extending the traditional role of the cor-

poration, especially the global corporation, to be more commensurate

with its impact. 

Just how accountable will society expect us to be?

• The system seeing itself: the challenges of coordination and coher-

ence in social systems.

How can we stop going faster while our ability to see further ahead is

decreasing?

June 2001
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Marblehead; only some of them had extensive experience with orga-

nizational learning and deep change processes. In that sense, they were

more representative of the corporate mainstream. The topic of the

meeting was sustainable development, and everyone was genuinely

interested in being there and working together. But they also strug-

gled with ‘sensing together’ and being able to speak openly about 

core issues. 

“For example, a chairman of a major multinational spoke after din-

ner one evening about his corporation’s commitment to sustainable

development. Afterwards a few of us sitting at one of the tables lis-

tened to a very successful African entrepreneur say that he didn’t

accept what the chairman had said at all, because it completely con-

tradicted his experience of how that company operated in his home

country. When we suggested that he raise his concern in the group, he

said that he couldn’t because it would be ‘dangerous.’

“But I think the most telling moment of the meeting for me came

when a director of one of the largest firms in the world spontaneous-

ly stated that he doubted that the present framework of global capi-

talism could adapt to the new reality. ‘I believe deeper changes will be

needed,’ he added. When he said that, you could almost feel the room

freeze. I don’t think people knew how to respond to his comment,

especially those who really don’t want to consider any alternative to

the present system. So no one said anything, and the topic didn’t come

up again.” 

“There’s no question that one of the greatest needs is how to make

it safe enough for people in positions of authority to move down the

U,” said Otto. “It’s no wonder that without achieving real depth in

sensing, the opening to our higher Self and the movement into truly

innovative action simply doesn’t occur. Everyone stays trapped in their

mental models and acts—or really reacts—to circumstances based on

their programming.”
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“Seeing with the heart requires opening the heart,” said Joseph.

“That happened in Marblehead, but it doesn’t happen often enough

when the stakes are high.”

“It’s really all about how a real sense of connectedness arises, with

one another and with the world,” Peter affirmed. “Without that expe-

rience of connectedness, real sensing and presencing simply won’t

occur. 

“I also don’t think we can underestimate the importance of place in

all this. There was something powerful about simply being in a place

like Marblehead. We need to rediscover the importance of sacred

space, those places that are rich in life energy and potential for con-

nection. And that is exactly why we hold the Executive Champions’

Workshop in a special place in northern Vermont. 

“The meeting itself is actually held in a large tent in the middle of

a beautiful field, with nothing but mountains and trees in all direc-

tions. At the end of one of these gatherings, I was sitting with Mieko

Nishimizu, the Vice President of the World Bank for South Asia. She

was talking about all the meetings she has helped organize for heads of

state, finance ministers, and the like. She said, ‘People often criticize

the lack of imaginative, bold initiatives that arise from such meetings,

but if they only saw the process that lies behind the meetings, they

would understand.’ Then, talking about a particular meeting she

remembered, she looked around and said wistfully, ‘If only we had

been able to meet in a place like this.’”

“Which is exactly what we did a few weeks ago, when we were up

there,” Joseph jumped in eagerly. “I’ve been part of the ECW for many

years, and it’s always been very powerful, but this time there was def-

initely something unusual in the air.”

“What’s so magical about this field of yours in Vermont?” asked

Betty Sue.

“Well, to understand it you need to know a bit of history, but I
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think the history is relevant for understanding how sacred spaces

develop,” Peter replied. 

“The tent sits on land owned by the von Trapp family, surrounded

by the Green Mountains. There’s a special sense of peacefulness about

the place. That’s the first thing that everyone notices. The story of how

the von Trapps escaped from Austria is well-known from the

Broadway musical and the movie The Sound of Music. What is less well-

known is the story of their life in the U.S. 

“When the family arrived here in 1938, they had no possessions and

no money. They made singing tours that took them back and forth

across the U.S. for several years and gradually saved enough to settle

down. Of all the places they visited, they liked northern Vermont the

most because it reminded them of the land around their native

Salzburg. In the summer of 1943, they were looking for a place to buy

around Stowe but couldn’t find anything they could afford. Their train

was scheduled to leave in a day. The children were determined not to

leave without finding a home.

“‘We set up a small chapel in the broom closet of the inn where we

were staying. We prayed around the clock for three days,’ Maria, now

in her late eighties, recalled with a laugh.2 ‘Each of us—there were

eight children, from ages three to twenty-five—prayed for one hour,

in rotation. Can you believe it?

“‘When the morning to leave came, our father had gone to get

ready for our departure. When he returned, he told us that a local

farmer had decided to sell his land and that we were going right up

there to look at it. When we got out of the car, we all knew that this

was our future home. We bought the property that day.’ 

“Maria is an extraordinary woman, with sparkling eyes and long

hair braided in the fashion still common in the Austrian countryside.

She eventually became a missionary and spent over thirty years in

Papua New Guinea. When I commented to her that the beauty and

tranquillity of this land moved people deeply, she didn’t seem sur-
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prised but simply said, ‘When we bought this land, we blessed it. We

dedicated it to serve God. People feel that.’

“Her story reminded me how we humans contribute to what nature

gives us in creating sacred spaces as dramatic as Stonehenge and the

cathedral at Chartres, or as simple as a country field.”

“For me, the session in Vermont was special because we really

tapped into the power a sacred place makes possible,” Joseph said. “I

left the Marblehead meeting knowing that something was starting to

form. The sense of urgency that I’d felt in Baja was also reinforced. I

wasn’t sure how that might translate into action, but I felt strongly

that something would develop soon.

“Peter started by reading some of the quotes from the Marblehead

meeting that we just told you. The conversation quickly flowed into

an exploration of what would have to happen in order to address such

issues on a large scale and then stayed at that level the entire three

days. Then, on the last afternoon, we broke into small groups to talk

about our next steps.

“I grabbed five other people—the director of a major private foun-

dation, the president of an international NGO, two senior officers of

a large U.S. government agency, and the CEO of a Fortune 50 com-

pany—and asked them to join me. After I told them about my expe-

riences with Brian Arthur and John Milton and the kinds of syn-

chronicities and support I’d experienced since Baja, they shared

remarkably similar experiences. The CEO, who’d always been highly

successful at delivering the bottom line, had discovered that what real-

ly mattered to him above all else was exactly what John had talked

about in Baja—the need for a fundamental shift in our relationships,

not just with each other but with all of nature. 

“The two government executives talked about a gathering of the

top two thousand leaders of their organization, an event that led to

their participation in the ECW. Nothing like this gathering had ever

happened in their agency or, as far as they knew, in any other large
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government agency. They’d heard about the state of the planet’s living

systems from E. O. Wilson and Peter Raven, world-class experts on

biodiversity. That had brought them face-to-face with the conse-

quences of a governing assumption behind modern society: that the

lives of other species don’t matter compared to human desires and

needs. 

“Later the poet Maya Angelou had shared her journey of self-

discovery and healing after being raped as a teenager, a stunning exam-

ple of ‘seeing from the whole’ and the power of forgiveness. ‘Eventually

I had to realize that I was my rapist, that the anger that was in him is

in me as well,’ she told the group. She ended by quoting an African of

two thousand years ago, ‘I am a human being; nothing that is human is

foreign to me.’ After Peter closed the meeting, speaking about what it

would mean to tap people’s deepest commitments, the executives said

it had been like a ‘gigantic opening of the heart.’ 

“When I asked how they’d moved from this opening to seeing their

part in creating a different future, they said that many local initiatives

had begun in their organization, but there were also strong forces to

maintain the status quo. They were at this meeting in Vermont to see

if working with other organizations might lead to more sustainable

changes.

“Somehow we all found ourselves acknowledging the sense of

urgency we felt. We weren’t sure of the specifics, but one idea crys-

tallized: we were convinced that we needed to find a way to develop

leaders from business, government, and nongovernmental organiza-

tions who could work together. None of these sectors alone can

address the major issues we’re confronting, yet they have little capac-

ity to work together creatively. Confrontations between even the

most well-intentioned leaders usually just reinforce polarization. We

felt we needed to do something, and agreed to meet in New York on

October 11 to start developing a plan.”

Joseph paused, then continued. “I flew almost directly from the
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meeting in Vermont to Colorado. Brian, John, and I had not been

together since Baja, and I was particularly pleased that Adam and Otto

were going to be with us.” 

“Once again in a special place,” Betty Sue smiled. “I was sorry I

couldn’t join you, but I remember my first visit there vividly. John’s

done wonderful work setting up the land trust to protect sites that

native people have held sacred.”3

“He said this site is one of the largest he’s found,” added Otto.

“Mayan shamans told him their ancestors journeyed there from

throughout Central and Northern America.”

“The first evening we had an early dinner and used the time for

everyone to get acquainted,” continued Joseph. “I talked about the

intention for this meeting, which had formed at the end of our Baja

experience, and then related the events that had occurred since then.

I concluded with the powerful conversation and commitment we felt

in Stowe to work on leadership with people from different sectors.

But the most memorable part of the evening came when Otto told a

story about a dream he’d had the night before.”

“It seemed important to share that dream,” Otto said. “I rarely have

dreams that I remember, and this one was very intense. When I woke

up, I knew I’d been handed a significant message. I just had to figure

out what that message was. 

“In the dream, I was walking with a group of people, some of whom

I seemed to know. We were walking in a crowd of thousands of peo-

ple, as you would if you were going to a major sporting event. The air

was full of anticipation; there was a feeling that something extraordi-

nary was to come. We were walking up the stairs. I had no idea where

we were heading, but we were all on our way to a particular destina-

tion. As we were about to arrive, the guy next to me said in passing,

‘Oh, by the way, you know you’re going to give the speech now.’ 

“‘What are you talking about?’ I asked the guy. ‘What kind of

speech and to whom?’ 
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“As we walked the final feet up the stairs, he explained to me that

this gathering was a global meeting of the Catholic Church. The pope

had just passed away, and some younger leaders of the Church had

asked me to give a speech about how to fundamentally reinvent and

transform their institution for the years to come. It was, they told me,

a unique opening. 

“In that moment we’d reached a platform at the end of the stairs,

and I found myself standing on the speaker’s stage in a massive stadi-

um with about eighty thousand people. The funny thing was that from

that particular spot, it felt as if you could connect to each one of them

in the most personal way. I felt at one with every single person. I knew

them. And they knew me. 

“Suddenly, just as at the beginning of a classical music concert, all

the thousands of voices started lowering at the same time, without any

central guidance. People seemed to be moving into a deep anticipative

collective silence. I knew that this was the moment when I was meant

to step forward. But I didn’t. Something was holding me back. I wasn’t

really prepared. I was still waiting for an intuition to show up about

what to say. And I was also waiting for somebody to officially invite

me to step forward. After all, just one person, whom I didn’t even

know, had told me that I was supposed to give this speech. 

“As I stood there hesitating, I was shocked to hear the voices start-

ing to get loud again, as if people had realized, ‘Well, maybe nothing’s

going to happen tonight after all.’ With horror, I realized that the

chance to step into my real purpose was passing by. In that moment,

I saw that the door to the destination of my journey, towards which I’d

been traveling all my life, was closing.” 

“Otto, that’s a very powerful dream,” said Betty Sue. “As I was lis-

tening, I couldn’t help but think it could apply to the four of us, or

even to our larger collective situation.” 

“Everyone at Crestone thought that as well,” said Joseph. “There
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was a profound moment of full silence when Otto finished. I think

everyone felt the power of that dream. 

“Then late in the afternoon of the second day we were sitting in a

circle outside when the sky suddenly got very dark. Otto was talking

about our understanding of the U process and how it could be the

basis for transforming how leaders work together. It started to rain, at

first lightly and then more heavily, and we heard rolling thunder

approaching.

“Everyone moved into the small open-air cook hut next to where

we’d been sitting and huddled together. As Otto spoke about sus-

pending and learning to see, the thunder got louder and louder, and

when he reached the idea of presencing, the essence of the U, light-

ning began striking all around us. The lightning was so intense and the

thunder so loud that Otto finally quit trying to talk and said, ‘Well, at

the bottom of the U, it’s all about silence.’

“We all sat without uttering a word as the lightning struck all

around us. It was as if nature had taken over and finished Otto’s sen-

tence for him.” 

“It was very intense,” said Otto, “but strangely enough, it wasn’t

frightening, even though the lightning strikes were so close that I could

see the flash and hear the thunderclap at precisely the same instant.”

“In the midst of the strikes I noticed John smiling serenely,” contin-

ued Joseph. “When it was over, we continued to sit shoulder to shoul-

der, knowing we’d been in the presence of something sacred and pow-

erful. Finally, John spoke softly and said that this was ‘a punctuation, a

real blessing.’ We learned later that he’d been struck by lightning when

he was much younger and that it had been a critical event in his spir-

itual awakening. 

“That evening John’s friend Sara, who’d watched the whole scene

from a nearby cabin, noted that the first strike had occurred directly

to the east of the meeting site, just across the stream—and that the
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strikes had continued in a circle in a clockwise direction—eleven in

all. Referring to the practice John had first taught us in Baja, she said

that Mother Earth had given us our own ‘eleven directions ceremony.’

“On the last day, the group took a long hike up into the mountains.

As we looked out over the hundred-mile view across the Rio Grande

valley we understood immediately what John meant when he said the

native peoples called the valley ‘the corridor of dreams.’ We had come

to the right place to crystallize our dreams and prepare for taking the

next steps toward their realization.”
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10. 

The Grand Will

Not all visions are equal. Some never get beyond the “moth-

erhood and apple pie” stage—good ideas that unleash no

energy for change. Others transform the world. “There is

nothing more powerful than an idea whose time has come,” said Victor

Hugo one hundred and fifty years ago. Yet, the power Hugo refers to

remains elusive, carefully guarded by a paradox: there’s nothing more

personal than vision, yet the visions that ultimately prove transforma-

tive have nothing to do with us as individuals. 

The resolution of this paradox comes from the transformation of

will that starts as we move through the bottom of the U. The seeds for

this transformation lie in seeing our reality more clearly, without pre-

conceptions and judgments. When we learn to see our part in creat-

ing  things  that we don’t  like but  that are  likely  to continue, we can
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begin to develop a different relationship with our “problems.” We’re

no longer victims. When we move further, from sensing to presenc-

ing,  we  become  open  to  what  might  be  possible,  and  we’re

inevitably led to the question “So what do we want to create?” But

the “we” in this statement is a larger “we.” The visions that arise out 

of genuine presencing come from “the field knowing itself,” a spon-

taneous expression of discovering the power to shape our reality and

our  responsibility  to  an  emerging  future. As we begin  to move up

from the bottom of the U, this larger intention becomes accessible

to us.

By contrast, many visions are doomed from the outset because those

who articulate  them, whether consciously or not, are coming  from a

place of powerlessness. If we believe that someone else has created

our present reality, what is the basis for believing that we can create a

different  reality  in  the  future?  In  terms of  the  theory of  the U,  the

problem with most attempts  to  formulate visions  is  that  they occur

“too far up the left side of the U.” When this happens, people formu-

late visions that are disconnected from a shared understanding of pres-

ent reality and a sense of shared responsibilityfor that reality. If people

are still externalizing their problems, they create, in a sense, “exter-

nalized visions,” which amount to a kind of change strategy for fixing

problems which  they  have  not  yet  seen  their  part  in  creating. Only

when people begin to see from within the forces that shape their reali-

ty and  to  see  their part  in how those  forces might evolve does vision

becomes powerful. Everything else is just a vague hope.

This is why most visions that management teams come up with are

superficial. Even if they embody a lot of good thinking, they’re still a

product of a fragmented awareness, and usually of one or two people’s

ideas imposed upon the group. As Joseph says, “When people are real-

ly connecting to one another and to their larger reality, there’s a dif-
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ferent feeling in the room. I’ve learned to trust the visions that arise

in this space. It’s not that you see it all completely clearly. But you feel

the presence of this larger intention, and you just need to work with

it. In a sense, real visions are uncovered, not manufactured.”

The transformation of will that arises from presencing was beauti-

fully articulated by George Bernard Shaw: “This is the true joy in life,

the being used for a purpose you consider a mighty one, the being a

force  of  nature,  rather  than  a  feverish,  selfish  clod  of  ailments  and

grievances complaining that the world will not devote itself to mak-

ing you happy.”1

Crystallizing Intent 

Genuine visions arise from crystallizing a  larger  intent,  focusing the

energy  and  sense of purposefulness  that  come  from presencing. We

use the term “crystallizing intent” because of the way a crystal can con-

centrate or focus light. Crystallizing intent requires being open to the

larger intention and imaginatively translating the intuitions that arise

into concrete  images  and visions  that guide  action.  As we explored

this capacity in our interviews, we found that the experiences of inno-

vative  managers  and  entrepreneurs  were  particularly  illuminating.

While many of them had an intuitive appreciation of moving down the

U, their attention was much more focused on the movement upward,

of bringing the new into reality. 

Nick Hanauer has founded half a dozen highly successful companies

and  was  a  board  member  of  Amazon.com  for  many  years. When

Joseph  and  Otto  interviewed  him,  he  was  working  with  a  small

group of people to “reinvent” the educational system of the state of

Washington. 
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When  asked  about  the  role  of  intention  in  his  entrepreneurial

experience, Hanauer said, “There’s no doubt about the value of being

irretrievably  committed  to  something.  One  of  my  favorite  sayings,

attributed  to Margaret Mead,  has  always  been ‘Never  doubt  that  a

small group of committed citizens can change the world. Indeed, it’s

the only thing that ever has.’ I totally believe it. You could do almost

anything with just five people. With only one person, it’s hard—but

when you put that one person with four or five more, you have a force

to  contend with.  All  of  a  sudden,  you  have  enough momentum  to

make almost anything that’s immanent, or within reach, actually real.

I think that’s what entrepreneurship is all about—creating that com-

pelling vision and force.” 

Srikumar Rao has had extensive experience both as a manager and

as a consultant with a variety of successful companies. At the time of

his  interview  he  was  chairman  of  the  department  of  marketing  at

Long  Island University,  adjunct professor of marketing at Columbia

Business  School,  and  a  contributing  editor  for Forbes.  Srikumar  said

that  his  favorite  course  was  “Creativity  and  Personal  Mastery,”  in

which he taught students to develop, hold, and broadcast their gen-

uine  intention. “If you  form and hold your  intent  strongly enough,”

says Srikumar, “it becomes true.” 

But how do you develop your intent? 

“You become extremely clear about what it is you want to do. Why

is it you want to do what you do? How is it a reflection of your val-

ues? How does it relate to your unique purpose in life? What is it that

you want  to  accomplish  in  society? Think  about  all  of  the  inherent

contradictions  that  are  there,  and  then,  if  possible,  reconcile  them.

This  could  take  anywhere  from  a week  to  decades. This  process  of

refinement—thinking about your intention many, many times—is, in

a sense, a broadcast of intention. When you broadcast such an inten-
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tion, there’s very little else you have to do. The broadcast of intention

goes out and makes  it happen. Your role  is  to remain keenly aware,

patiently expectant, and open to all possibilities.”

Speaking about this, John White, one of the original founding part-

ners of the Institute of HeartMath, said, “Often people need greater

clarity before they can act decisively and with full commitment. Once

they see clearly their heart’s intent, their focus becomes like a laser—

a powerful, coherent beam, as opposed to an incandescent, incoher-

ent  light.  An  earnest  commitment  from  the  heart  emerges,  vision

becomes clearer, broader,  and more  inclusive of others. Strength of

will is replaced by energetic integrity and a knowingness of ‘what else

is there’ or ‘I can’t afford to not do this.’” 

At first, when Hanauer, Rao, and White talked about “being irre-

trievably  committed,”  “broadcasting  your  intention,”  and  “laser

intent,” it seemed to contradict what Eleanor Rosch had described to

us as “tuning into” the larger field that has “an intention to be itself.”

How  do  you  reconcile  “broadcasting  intent”  with  “tuning  in”? One

seems to suggest an ego-centered process, while the other is clearly

about transcending our normal, localized sense of self. 

As  we  pondered  these  interviews,  we  wondered  whether  they

described entirely different approaches to intention or simply differ-

ent  articulations  of  the  same  basic  process.  But  then  we  began  to

notice that what many of our interviewees had in common was a par-

ticular quality of intention—as if it came from a different source.

Alan Webber, cofounder of Fast Company, said that it can be difficult

to  explain  this  source  of  intention  to  most  people.  Initially,  when 

people asked him, “Why are you doing Fast Company?” his answer was

very rational: “‘Well, you know,  it’s a magazine about  this and  that,

and the world doesn’t have one.’ But I soon realized that those rea-

sons weren’t the real reasons. The reason you do something is because
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you can’t not do it. It’s hard to explain that to people without sound-

ing like a lunatic.”

Darcy Winslow, now the head of women’s footwear at Nike, pro-

vided another account of the role of sensing and presencing in tapping

deep intentions. She was one of a handful of people who began agitat-

ing for creating more environmentally sound products and processes

at  Nike  some  six  years  ago.  She  and  her  colleagues  formed  what

became  the  “sustainable  business  strategies”  group,  a  sort  of  skunk

works  to  get  advanced  innovation  departments,  designers,  product

managers, engineers, and manufacturing partners thinking different-

ly.  Before  long,  they  found  that  they  were  “tapping  deep  passions

among people.”

“It was never hard to get people to talk about this,” said Winslow,

“because innovation is really what Nike is all about, and sustainability

is  totally  dependent  on  innovation.” When  people  started  to  focus

their energies on what that would mean for Nike’s products, “the ideas

and energy that started to emerge were amazing.” Today, Nike has suc-

ceeded  in  establishing  standards  that  are  among  the  highest  in  its

industry for waste reduction and community responsibility in manu-

facturing.  It  also has  a  line of organically grown cotton apparel, has

reengineered rubber compounds to eliminate chemical toxins, estab-

lished solvent-free manufacturing processes, and is systematically try-

ing to move toward a wide range of environmentally preferred mate-

rials, such as PVC replacements, in all its products. “We’re working to

integrate design principles that will require a new business approach,

such as designing products that can be one hundred percent disassem-

bled  at  the  end  of  their  useful  life,  with  the  various  components

returning to their original state, for reuse or recycling.” 

When Peter asked Winslow how she had gotten the  idea of Nike

being a leader in sustainable products and processes, she said, “It was
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obvious. You just have to open up to the state of the world and who

you  really  are.  Industries  face  immense  challenges  to  become  envi-

ronmentally sound and ultimately restorative. When we really looked,

we saw that Nike is all about life, about fitness and health in the broad-

est  sense. We  then  began  translating  this  basic  intent  and  who  we

were—a highly innovative and competitive culture—into how we run

the business  in all areas. Once we tapped  into this as  something we

really wanted  to do rather  than something we ‘ought  to’ do, every-

thing that makes Nike great came to the fore. We have a long way to

go, and ultimately there will have to be changes in industrywide infra-

structures, one of the biggest challenges. But I believe there is a ‘tip-

ping point’ in consumer interest coming, and we can be part of bring-

ing that about.” 

Hanauer, Webber,  and Winslow’s  comments  suggest  that  perhaps

the least noticed and most important capacity that sets apart some of

the most  successful  leaders  concerns  their  capacity  to  tap  into  and

focus a larger intention. Although people are sometimes reluctant to

talk about this or simply don’t know how to do so, when they reflect

on  their own actions,  a different  source of  action becomes evident.

This  source  lies  beyond  their  preconceived  plans  or  narrow  self-

interest, and often even beyond their past experiences. 

Brian Arthur emphasized again and again the power of crystallizing

intention, once you arrive at a place of genuine “knowing.” “Intention

is not a powerful force, it’s the only force,” said Arthur. 

When operating from this larger intention, the standard model of

rational  decisionmaking  gives  way  to  a  different  process—simply

doing what obviously needs to be done. As Eleanor Rosch says, action

arises “as a spontaneous product of the whole.” 

Stanford’s Michael Ray illustrates this point with a story about Will

Ackerman, founder and CEO of Windham Hill Music Company. 
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As a  student with one more class  to  take,  Ackerman went  to his

professor, who also happened to be his father, and said, “I can’t take

this anymore. I’m dropping out.” 

“Sounds like a good idea,” said his father. “I think I will, too.” 

Ackerman’s father did indeed quit his job after his son quit school.

Ackerman  then  borrowed  $5  each  from  twenty  of  his  friends  and

started his business.  After Windham Hill was an established  success

and Ackerman had started other businesses, he built a little place for

his father in New Hampshire. As Ray tells the story, one night father

and son were sitting out on the porch in their rocking chairs, talking

about Will’s different business ventures, and Will said, “I don’t know,

Dad.  I’ve  got  this  construction  business;  I’ve  got  this  music  thing.

What should I do?”

His  father  responded,  “You  know,  I’ve  never made  a  decision  in 

my life.” 

At first Ackerman thought, “Oh boy, what a letdown.” But then he

realized  that  if  you  know  what’s  right,  you  don’t  have  to  make 

decisions. When you know what’s right, it’s just there for you, and you

do it. 

Seeds Are Small

Becoming a  force of nature doesn’t mean  that  all of our aspirations

must  be “grand.”  First  steps  are  often  small,  and  initial  visions  that

focus  energy  effectively  often  address  immediate  problems. What

matters is engagement in the service of a larger purpose rather than

lofty aspirations that paralyze action. Indeed, it’s a dangerous trap to

believe that we can pursue only “great visions.”

For example, the first initiatives arising out of the health care proj-
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ect  in Germany  described  earlier were  started  by  small  clusters  of

participants who were inspired to take the energy they felt and trans-

late  it  into meaningful  action. None of  these  local  experiments,  by

themselves, was sufficient to move the whole health care system “to

levels three and four,” their larger intention. But each served to focus

that intention and generate momentum and ultimately confidence in

initiating further actions. This simple point clarifies the nature of gen-

uine vision: it is not the grandeur of the vision that matters but what

it accomplishes. “It’s not what the vision is but what the vision does,”

says Robert Fritz, an accomplished composer and writer on the cre-

ative process.2 In other words, the only meaningful criteria for judg-

ing vision are the actions and changes that ensue. 

The nature of genuine vision is beautifully expressed in a story told

by Debashish Chatterjee,  a  respected writer on  leadership with  the

Indian  Institute  of  Management  and  the  J.  F.  Kennedy  School  of

Government  at  Harvard  University.  Chatterjee  once  asked Mother

Teresa what had enabled her to do such great things in her life. “First

she looked at me quizzically, as if she was trying to figure out what I

could possibly mean. Then she responded by saying simply, ‘You can-

not do great things.  You can only do small things with great love.’”

Fritz  says  that  building  the  capacity  to  crystallize  a  larger  intent

requires  daily  practice, working with what  he  calls  “structural  ten-

sion.”3 Unlike most “visioning exercises,” working with structural ten-

sion involves crystallizing vision and recognizing present reality and is

especially useful in times of stress or daily crises. Paradoxically, Fritz

believes that moments of stress or real difficulty are “points of power”

in developing vision and integrating it into our lives—if we develop

the discipline to first notice how we’re truly feeling and be honest in

acknowledging  “what  is,”  objectively,  emotionally,  and  physically.

Becoming more able to simply discern physical and emotional reac-
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tions is a powerful practice in suspending and becoming less attached

to  the  stories we tell ourselves about what  is going on. Second, we

must ask, “What do I (or we) really want?” This sounds simple, but it

takes  substantial  discipline  to  stop  your  emotions  and  anxiety  long

enough  to  simply  refocus  on what matters  to  you.  And  finally, we

must be able to choose what we want and move on. Even though noth-

ing may  change  immediately,  as  you  “reenter”  a  situation,  you will

notice changes. 

The term “crystallizing vision” does not mean making a vision fixed

or rigid. On the contrary, visions are alive only in the moment we see

and choose them. They have their genuine meaning grounded in the

particulars  of  where  we  are  right  now.  In  this  sense,  crystallizing 

is  ongoing—continually  re-creating  the  vision  freshly  in  the  here 

and now.

As  the  idea of vision has become popularized  in  recent years,  its

essential meaning has often been lost. Visions are not lofty sentiments

or  inspiring phrases;  they’re practical  tools.  In  the  simplest  sense,  a

vision is simply an image of what we’re seeking to create. The power

of some visions over others comes from their source, not their senti-

ment—and from our ability to continually reconnect with that source.

Visions that have power are expressions of deep purposefulness, acted

upon in the present moment. Just as the nozzle of a hose intensifies

the force of a current of water, so too does a clear vision channel and

focus the purposefulness and energy that arise from presencing.

Intentional Work

When our work  is  informed by  a  larger  intention,  it’s  infused with

who  we  are  and  our  purpose  in  being  alive.  Reflecting  on  Fast
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Company, Alan Webber said, “The work of doing the magazine is not

about getting interviews, and it’s not about getting awards. It’s about

meeting remarkable people who are doing amazing work and getting

them to tell their stories  in the pages of our magazine so that other

people can share that. 

“When I  find myself worrying about  little stuff or whether  I’m a

hero or a failure, I know I’m listening to the wrong voices. The real

voices  are  all  about  this  conversation  that  started  many  years  ago

about  what  really  matters. What  really  matters  is  the  capital  ‘W’

Work, and the Work comes out of this magic concoction of the rea-

sons we started down this road in the first place.”

When people in leadership positions begin to serve a vision infused

with  a  larger  purpose,  their  work  shifts  naturally  from  producing

results  to  encouraging  the  growth  of  people  who  produce  results.

David  Marsing,  a  senior  officer  at  Intel,  once  suffered  a  near-fatal

heart attack. He traces the origin of his capacity to lead to the clarity

and sense of purpose that arose from the heart attack:

“I  died,  clinically,  in  that  emergency  room.  Fortunately,  they

brought me back.  As  I  lay on the gurney  in the emergency room, I

knew exactly why I was there: I’d had the heart attack because of the

way I was  living.  I always knew that  Intel was a high-stress environ-

ment, but I’d thought of myself as somehow above it. I’d been an ath-

lete.  I’d worked  there  for many  years.  I was  tough.  But  I was  also

blind. I was blind to what the environment I’d helped to create did to

people, including me. As I lay there, I saw all of this very clearly. I also

knew that climbing the ladder at Intel was really not very important

to me.

“In the hospital and during the months afterward, I discovered that

my  true  purpose  was  to  help  people  realize  that  they  have  more

potential than they ever imagined they had. I made a conscious choice
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to go back into that stressful environment, but to do it with a very dif-

ferent perspective and with much more concentration on my medita-

tive and spiritual processes. I wanted to create environments for peo-

ple that would help them see their true full potential. I also wanted to

protect  people  from  the  typical  responses  that  large  organizations

generate  when  they’re  under  stress.  These  responses  can  be  very

unhealthy, as I’d discovered firsthand.”

Marsing  did many  things  differently when  he  returned  to work.

One was to  introduce reflective or contemplative practices at alter-

nating weekly staff meetings. He said, “At first people weren’t sure if

I was  serious. Many doubted  that  it would  last. But over  time  they

found these very helpful in slowing down, being much more aware of

their environment, and opening up.” 

Eventually, these new practices and Marsing’s new outlook led to

one of Intel’s biggest successes. Marsing was general manager during

the construction and “ramp-up” of Fab 11, Intel’s biggest semiconduc-

tor fabrication facility and at the time the largest “fab” of its kind in the

world. Fab 11 went from start-up to full-volume production in record

time, allowing Intel to recoup its $2.5 billion investment not in sev-

eral years, as expected, but in just five short months. 

Awakening

How  to  find  our  way  to  becoming  a  servant  of  the  whole,  where

action arises, as Rosch says, “as a spontaneous product of the whole”

is an old puzzle. Twenty-five hundred years ago, Lao Tzu wrote:

Do you think you can take over the

universe and improve upon it? 

The universe is sacred. 

You cannot improve it.
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In the pursuit of learning, every day something is acquired.

In the pursuit of Tao, every day something is dropped.

Less and less is done

Until non-action is achieved.

Tao abides in non-action,

Yet nothing is left undone.4

How do we find this space of “non-action, [where] nothing is  left

undone”? 

For some, it takes a trauma or tragedy—like David Marsing’s near-

fatal  heart  attack, Otto’s  experience with  the  fire,  or  the  diagnosis

Fred,  the World  Bank  executive  in  Jamaica,  received—in  order  to

“wake up”  and discover what  actually matters  to us  and  to  find  the

courage to pursue it. But the awakening is not in the event itself; it is

in ourselves. Being a servant of the larger whole ultimately involves a

shift in will, accessible to all who come to understand and choose it.

More  than  twenty  years  ago,  Peter  gave  a  passage  from Martin

Buber’s I and Thou to Joseph. Both kept it near at hand, touched by its

message of the transformation of will and true freedom. 

The  free man  is  he who wills without  arbitrary  self-will.

. . . He believes in destiny, and believes that it stands in need

of him . . . yet does not know where it’s to be found. But he

knows that he must go out with his whole being. The mat-

ter will not turn out according to his decision; but what is

to come will come only when he decides on what he is able

to will.  He must  sacrifice  his  puny,  unfree will,  which  is

controlled by things and instincts, to his grand will, which

quits defined for destined being. 

For Buber the capacity for true freedom arises when we “sacrifice”
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our “unfree will” to our “grand will.” Eventually, we realized that this

capacity was exactly what Shaw had referred to as “being a  force of

nature”  and  that,  in  the  phrases  that  followed,  Buber  beautifully

evoked the entirety of the U movement:

Then he intervenes no more, but at the same time, he does

not let things merely happen. He listens to what is emerg-

ing from himself, to the course of being in the world; not in

order to be supported by it, but in order to bring it to real-

ity as it desires.5
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11. 

In Dialogue with the
Universe 

Winston  Churchill  once  defined  leadership  as  “going

from  failure  to  failure  without  losing  enthusiasm.”

Nothing undermines  the creative process more  than

the naïve belief that once the vision is clear, it’s just a matter of “imple-

mentation.” In fact, moving from concept to manifestation is the heart

of creating—which literally means “bringing into existence.” And like

a river’s path from its source to the sea,  it  is anything but a straight

line.  Instead,  creating  is  a  sort  of  dance  between  inspiration  and

experimentation, as illustrated beautifully by transpersonal psycholo-

gist  Christopher  Bache’s  reflections  on  what  can  happen  between

teacher  and  students  if  the  teacher  can  truly  let  go  and  follow  the

course of what is emerging. 

“In  lecturing  there  is  a moment  that  comes  when  a  student  has

asked a question or when you’re searching for just the right example
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to communicate a difficult concept . . . [when] there is a pause in the

flow of your mind, a break in the continuity of your thinking. These

moments are choice points, opportunities for intuition to transform

an  otherwise  predictable  lecture  into  a  lively  improvisational  exer-

cise.” In those moments, “I discovered a small door in the back of my

mind. This door would sometimes open and through it slips of paper

would be passed to me with suggestions written on them—an idea,

an image. I found that, if I took the risk and used this gift, something

magical would happen. . . .

“When  the magic  happened,  the walls  of  our  separateness  came

down temporarily . . .  [and] my students and I tapped into levels of

creativity beyond our  separate  capacities. On  a  good day,  the  room

was so  filled with new ideas  that after class  I  too sometimes copied

down the blackboard, having caught glimpses of a deeper territory of

new concepts unfolding  in our dialogue.  .  .  . Truth  spoken directly

from the heart and skillfully illumined by the mind has a power that

cannot be eliminated even in academic settings.”1

As  Bache’s  comments  suggest,  often  we  learn  what  is  emerging

only as we move into action. The key is to act and remain open—so

that the “small door” does not slam shut in our haste and because of

our focus on the task at hand. 

Prototyping 

A recurring theme in our interviews with entrepreneurs and innova-

tors was the importance of fast-cycle experiments or rapid prototyp-

ing as a way of avoiding getting stuck in plans or trying to completely

figure out “the true nature of the emerging whole.” Indeed, the true

nature of an emerging whole can’t be accessed fully without engaging

in  concrete  experiments,  improvisation,  and  prototyping. What we

begin to intuit starts to become clear and real for us in a totally new
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way once we consciously endeavor to make it manifest and stay open

to the feedback that effort elicits. All the business and social activists

that we talked to embodied this principle.

John Kao, a highly successful businessman, musician, and entrepre-

neur, founded the Idea Factory in San Francisco to help large compa-

nies achieve breakthrough innovations. For Kao, prototyping is at the

heart  of  every  creative  design  process. “Prototyping  is modeling  or

simulating your best current understandings precisely so you can have

a  shared  set of understandings  that  enable  communication,  especially

among people with very different discipline bases. That allows you to

break that prototype and iterate cycle until you get to some desired

outcome, which you could not have predicted in the beginning.”2

For  engineers,  prototyping  is  a  way  of  testing  new  design  ideas

embodied in physical (or computer-based) models. Prototyping in liv-

ing  social  systems  preserves  the  engineer’s  commitment  to  testing,

with  two  important  differences.  First,  it  is  more  open-ended  and

exploratory. As Kao says, in engineering “you start with a specification

and then, if you do all the things that specification says, you get to the

end point—usually by excluding  all  the other branches of  the  tree.

But design enables you to travel down any branch that’s relevant to get

to that end point.” Second, in living systems we ourselves are “the pro-

totypes”! As Gandhi said, “We must be the change we seek to create.” 

When shifting from visioning and crystallizing to prototyping, we

reenter the sphere governed by the primacy of the concrete particu-

lars. Prototyping is not about abstract ideas or plans but about enter-

ing  a  flow  of  improvisation  and  dialogue  in  which  the  particulars

inspire the evolution of the whole and vice versa. 

In  its essence, prototyping accesses and aligns the wisdom of our

head, heart, and hands by forcing us to act before we’ve figured every-

thing out and created a plan. A tenet of prototyping is acting on a con-

cept  before  that  concept  is  complete  or  perfect.  People  concerned

about success often want to slow down and plan or take more time to
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become comfortable with a course of action—but that may be exact-

ly  when  you  need  to  act.  In  Robert  Redford’s  movie  Bagger Vance,

Bagger tells his pupil, a gifted but unsure golfer, “Don’t think about it,

feel it. The wisdom in your hands is greater than the wisdom of your

head will ever be.” 

Effective  prototyping  requires  the  capacity  to  stay  connected 

and grounded in your deepest source of inspiration and larger will

while  simultaneously  learning  to  listen  to all of  the  feedback your

actions elicit. If you’re open, the larger environment will continual-

ly tell you what you need to learn. The feedback you get from exper-

iments  will  give  helpful  clues  about  how  to  shape,  mold,  and 

concretize what is beginning to form—but only if you learn to lis-

ten and set aside your negative reactions to “not getting it right” from

the outset. This is a secret that highly creative people know tacitly.

The entrepreneur,  inventor, and  founder of Polaroid, Edwin Land,

had a small plaque on the wall of his office that read, “A mistake is an

event  the  full  benefit  of  which  you  have  not  yet  turned  to  your

advantage.”

For a group that has moved through the bottom of the U, proto-

typing means becoming a vehicle  in which a larger field to manifest

itself. This is the principle of creating living microcosms of an emerg-

ing whole, of “being the change you wish to create,” the key strategy

in “moving up the U.” Bache adds that when we stay connected to this

larger field, what he calls “Sacred Mind,” our actions become part of a

larger  pattern  of  synchronous  developments  that  could  have  never

been planned and are even difficult to explain after the fact. 

Staying connected to the larger will while in action builds on the

capacities for sensing, presencing, and crystallizing intent: the capaci-

ty for prototyping isn’t actually separate from these but includes and

grows from them. The result is action shaped by the field of the future

rather than by the patterns of the past. 
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Creating and Adjusting

People  often  believe  that  you  need  to  know  how  to  do  something

before you can do it. If this were literally true, there would be little

genuine innovation. An alternative view is that the creative process is

actually a  learning process, and the best we can possibly have at the

outset is a hypothesis or tentative idea about what will be required to

succeed. Robert Fritz characterizes the essence of the creative process

as “create and adjust.”3We learn how to do something truly new only

through doing it, then adjusting. 

Throughout  this  prototyping  process,  we  may  go  through  many

small “U’s,” sensing and acting, which then produce more awareness

and modified actions and even visions. This  is what Kao refers to as

“prototype and iterate,” and what Brian Arthur describes as “act swift-

ly  and with  a natural  flow.” This  create-and-adjust process may  take

hours, days, or years. 

For example, starting in the mid-1990s, a small group of SoL mem-

bers sought to organize a collaborative  learning community  focused

on sustainability. While other corporate sustainability groups already

existed,  none  was  based  on  organizational  learning  principles  and

tools.4 This  group  believed  that  the  cultural  and  business  changes

required  to  transform  traditional  business  models  to  incorporate

social  and environmental well-being were  immense and  that  signifi-

cant  progress  would  be  impossible  without  companies  working

together  to  build  new  learning  capabilities.  Eventually,  this  effort

became the SoL Sustainability Consortium—but only after many false

starts over more than three years. Along the way, many meetings and

workshops were organized, but none generated a shared commitment

to work together in an ongoing way.

“Many companies participated in these meetings with enthusiasm,”

said organizer Sara Schley, “but we just never quite reached ‘takeoff.’”
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“It was clear that people cared about sustainability issues personal-

ly,” her co-organizer and husband, Joe Laur added, “but they struggled

with how to make them salient in their organizations.” 

Harley-Davidson’s Tim  Savino,  another  of  the  organizers,  put  it

more bluntly: “I knew this was really important, but I think for many

at Harley  at  that  time,  accepting  the  notion of ‘sustainable  business

practices’  was  roughly  equivalent  to  embracing  communism.”  Still

Schley and Laur persisted, forgoing other work and dedicating their

energy to creating the consortium.

Groping  for how  to get more  traction within  the businesses,  the

group  decided  that  what  was  needed  was  a  CEO meeting.  If  they

could get enough top people into one room and get them to acknowl-

edge the importance of these issues, then surely that would engender

the commitment of the organizations. This turned out to be the most

discouraging meeting of all and led to some important lessons on col-

lective prototyping.

In early 1998, about a dozen CEOs and executive VPs met in Boston,

along with  the  heads  of  several major  environmental  organizations.

Each was enthusiastic about the strategic significance of environmen-

tal  issues. They all came  from organizations  that  seemed to support

change. Everyone  said  the  right  thing. People gave presentations on

environmental  deterioration  and  on  the  necessity  of  redesigning

processes  to  reduce  waste  and  energy  consumption,  and  several

offered  impressive  case  studies of  their own organizations’  environ-

mental accomplishments. 

But when the formal presentations were over and people began to

talk informally about why they had not accomplished more, the major

reasons  offered  were  adverse  government  regulations,  indifferent

investors, and other external limits. Not surprisingly, when the con-

versation  turned  to what  the group might do  together, most of  the

emphasis  focused  on  pressuring  the U.S.  federal  government  to  be

more pro-environment and convincing investment analysts that envi-
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ronmental improvements were worth spending money on. The ener-

gy in the room at the end of the meeting was at rock bottom. “It was

a real eye-opener just how powerless the ‘powerful’ felt when it came

to achieving real changes,” commented Laur afterward.

The next day, Peter called Ray Anderson, the CEO of Interface, a

U.S.  floor  covering manufacturer,  who  had  helped  to  organize  the

meeting,  and  was  then  the  co-chair  of  President  Bill  Clinton’s

President’s Council on Sustainable Development.

“We both  just admitted that  the meeting had been a  failure,” says

Peter. “We were very disappointed that there was so little real energy

in  this  group  and  so much  hand-wringing  over  external  forces  that

were keeping people from doing what they knew was important. At

the end of the conversation we both agreed that we didn’t know what

was needed, but ‘whatever it is, it’s not what we’re doing so far.’

“That conversation with Ray turned out to be pivotal for me. On

the one hand, we came up with no new ideas at all. But somehow, just

being completely honest with one another about what had happened

and about how we felt was important. That letting go left us open and,

within a month a very different strategy emerged.”

Instead of  inviting CEOs,  the organizers would  invite  a group of

managers who were  experienced with  organizational  learning. This

group might  include executives, but  it would also  include  local  line

managers, internal consultants, and staff. The key was to invite peo-

ple with  real experience  in  successfully  achieving  significant  change

who also cared personally about social and environmental issues. “We

decided  to  go  with  passion  and  commitment  rather  than  the  org

chart,” said Laur later. “Without even fully recognizing it, we natural-

ly gravitated  toward a group with an ability  to ‘be  the change’  they

were  seeking  to  create,”  said  Peter.  “As  it  turned  out,  this  group,

which met in Cambridge in January 1999, became a microcosm of the

larger collaborative we were trying to create.” 

In the ensuing years, the number of corporations and governmen-
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tal  and nongovernmental organizations  involved has grown, and  the

consortium itself has generated many diverse initiatives that are start-

ing to play out on a larger scale. 

A highlight of that January meeting in Cambridge was John Elter’s

story of a group he  led when he was at Xerox that created Xerox’s

first fully digital generation of copiers. Attendees were inspired by the

technical accomplishments of the team and particularly their “zero-to-

landfill” vision, which had arisen among groups of engineers return-

ing  from wilderness  solos.5 “Why,”  they asked, “if nature creates no

waste, shouldn’t we do the same?” Elter’s team, later nominated for

the U.S. National Medal of Technology, pioneered design innovations

that resulted in a product with only about two hundred parts (versus

two thousand for  its predecessors), all of which went together with

clips and screws for disassembly, ninety-two percent of which could

be remanufactured and ninety-six percent recycled. 

Although the product met or exceeded all of Xerox’s sales targets,

the company was having financial difficulties, and Elter was about to

retire, potentially taking with him an extraordinary knowledge base in

design for remanufacture. Today, along with some of his brightest pro-

tégés, he has joined Plug Power, a start-up fuel cell manufacturer and

another member of the consortium—following CEO Roger Saillant,

who left Ford as one of its most accomplished executives to head up

Plug  Power.  Together  they  are  bringing  world-class  technical  and

managerial expertise into a struggling industry that could be vital to

the  transition  toward  renewable  energy  sources.  And  as  Elter  says,

“We aim to make zero to landfill the norm of the fuel cell industry.” 

Listening to Feedback 

Prototyping effectively requires cultivating a capacity to listen to the

feedback that an initial effort elicits from the environment. But as the
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consortium story shows, this isn’t always easy. Something that in ret-

rospect  was  clearly  preliminary  and  poorly  conceived,  at  the  time

often seems like “the right idea.” It’s easy to become attached to some-

thing that takes a lot of effort to create. Plus, being open to listen to

what the environment is saying isn’t the same as reacting to every crit-

icism  as  a  failure  to  be  corrected.  Successful  prototyping  requires

something  in  between  the  extremes  of  either  ignoring  feedback  or

overreacting to every disconfirming signal.

Speaking  of  his  experience  with  Fast Company,  cofounder  Alan

Webber said, “A visual representation of my experience would  look

like  a  semipermeable membrane  that  keeps  accepting  signals.  Stuff

comes through and stuff goes back out, and there’s a constant dialogue

with  your  environment  over  whether  the  idea  is  pregnant  or  not,

whether  the  environment  is  supportive or  hostile,  and whether  the

idea  is  perfect  the way  you’ve  conceived  it  or  needs  to  be  further

evolved.

“If you’re open in relation to your idea, the universe will help you.

The universe, as it turns out, is a very welcoming place. So if you’re

open, it wants to suggest ways for you to improve your idea. 

“Now,  that  said,  the  universe  sometimes  offers  suggestions  that

suck. Part of the adventure is listening to those ideas and suggestions

and trying to make your own calculations about which ones are help-

ful and which ones are harmful. You don’t want to be closed and say,

‘No, this idea came from my mind fully hatched, and if we can’t do it

the way we’ve conceived it, I’m not going to do it at all.’ On the other

hand,  if you listen to everybody else’s suggestions, you go mad. You

have to be taking in energy and ideas and tweaks and listening to what

the world is trying to tell you with an honest ear. At the same time,

you have to keep the integrity of what you’re doing and maintain that

sense of personal conviction that the initial conception was an honest

and good one.” 

Tara  Poseley,  a  thirty-five-year-old  senior  officer  at  the  Gap,
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echoed Webber’s experience. In the last few years, Posely, in her own

words  “a  serial  innovator,”  has  pioneered  three  new  business  units,

each of which is among the most profitable and fastest growing in the

company. After Joseph and Otto explained the model of the U to her,

she described her way of operating as “going through the U every day.”

When she founded Gap Body, Poseley began by immersing herself

in marketing information about the identity of the dominant players

in the business and how they operated. Then, believing that there was

a  great  opportunity  for  a  new  approach,  she  developed  a  business

plan, which  she presented  to  the  senior management  committee of

the company. It was the first formal presentation she had ever made

to senior management, and she came with a huge set of slides. After

the first few slides, she looked around the room and realized that she

was  losing  her  audience.  In  that  moment  she  decided  to  shift  her

entire approach and, turning to a rack of prototype garments behind

her, began handing  them out  as  she  spoke directly  to  the CEO and

other senior officers. At the end of the meeting, the CEO gave her the

green light to move ahead. 

Poseley told us that this was a moment of significant learning for

her. “Yes, you have to have the vision,” she said. “And you have to have 

the  deep  intention  that  goes  with  it.  But  you  also  have  to  have 

an  incredible  capacity  for  self-observation  and  course  correction  in

real time. The universe wants to help. But you must be able to observe

and listen.”

Rediscovering Purpose

When you move from crystallizing  intent to prototyping, you move

from the domain of ideas to the domain of action. Not only does this

make what  is  emerging more  tangible,  it  eventually  leads  to  a  new
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level  of  clarity  about  the  underlying  purpose  animating  the  entire

undertaking. 

After  the  initial  patient-physician  dialogue  forum  in  Germany,  a

number of prototyping  initiatives  started. Many of  the participants,

such as Dr. Gert Schmidt and his colleagues, left the forum with the

intention “to move our system from levels one and two to levels three

and four. To do this, we needed new types of processes and tools that

would allow us to make the whole visible to the players in our system

in the most concrete and practical ways. We decided to start by pro-

totyping  some  conversational  platforms  that would  convene  people

from different institutions around practical issues and topics. 

“At  first  we  brought  together  representatives  from  all  the  main

organizations of a particular health region. We had two or three nice

meetings—but nothing really substantial emerged. We then realized

that  we’d  been  limited  in  our  thinking  to  an  overly  institutional

approach. 

“Now we take a different approach. We start by defining ‘the prac-

titioners’—the people who really face the everyday problems and can

make or influence decisions in their own institutional subsystem—in

short, people who need one another in order to take effective action.

At the meetings, we talk about all the issues in a very open manner,

focusing on creating short-term solutions and implementing them. 

“These  groups  form  around  specific  issues  and  problems,  some-

times on very short notice. When the  issue  is dealt with,  the group

dissolves. Currently, we have ten of these groups operating. And they

all work much more effectively than our earlier groups did.” 

One of these ad hoc action groups focused on the results of a dia-

betes study. The team was selected based not on formal representation

of institutions or expert knowledge, but on their status as key practi-

tioners  in  the  system—physician’s  assistants,  for  example,  and  dia-

betes patients. One of  the  strategies  that  emerged  from  their work
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was  to  engage women who  lived  in  the  countryside  as  activists  for

developing and promoting new habits of living and eating. “This very

decentralized  approach  addresses  the  real  issues of  chronic diabetes

patients,” said Schmidt, “which have nothing to do with needing more

or  better  drugs  and  everything  to  do with  locally  embedded  infra-

structures for becoming aware and living differently.” 

Another innovation was a regional emergency service that brought

rural physicians inside and outside the hospital into a single, fully inte-

grated, and self-directed system. This system has a single phone num-

ber that everyone in the region can call at any time, around the clock.

Patients have  immediate  access  to  a physician who can offer  instant

advice, direct the question to the nearest physician on call, or send out

the emergency van with a doctor. 

As  a  result,  patients  in  emergency  situations  feel  more  secure

because  they have  immediate access  to competent physicians. When

less qualified professionals responded to emergency calls, not only did

patients  feel  they were not  getting quality  attention,  but  vans were

often  sent  out  unnecessarily. Using  the  heavily  powered,  expensive

emergency vans more wisely has lowered costs. In addition, physicians

have benefited in unexpected ways. Sitting at the “pulse of the region”

in the new emergency service headquarters, “you begin to get a sense

of the region as a whole,” one physician said, which feeds back natu-

rally into recognizing what’s needed, which “has facilitated important

learning processes  for physicians,  emergency care  staff,  firefighters,

and  others  who  worked  more  in  isolation  from  one  another  in 

the past.”

Continual prototyping has also built a sense of momentum and self-

determination. “We experience the difference when we visit our col-

leagues in other regions,” said Schmidt. “In these meetings, the style

of conversation is still the way it used to be in our meetings. They talk

about the ‘others’;  for example, they may say, ‘But the  insurers will
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think this and do that.’ We no longer pose these questions. We either

go straight to these people and ask them directly, ‘What are you think-

ing? What are you doing? What are you up  to?’ or we  simply don’t

bother about them at all. We don’t worry about what others may or

may not think. We focus our time on where we can best make a dif-

ference.” 

“Shifting  the  system  to  levels  three  and  four”  has  come  to mean

helping people live in healthier ways, fostering professionals’ aware-

ness  of  the  system  as  a whole,  and building  a  greater  sense of  self-

determination.  It  has  also  become  manifest  in  both  quantitative—

such  as  zero  patient  complaints—and  highly  personal  outcomes.

Characterizing  his  work  experience,  one  physician  commented,

“When I drive through our region at night, in the woods by myself at

3 AM, I no longer have the feeling I’m alone.” Another said, “My rela-

tionship  to patients has become more  like  a partnership,  a  thinking

together. I’m more able to elicit and reformulate the thinking of the

patients  and  to help  them become aware of what  they really want.”

Said another simply, “I’ve rediscovered the joy of work.” 

When Otto asked Dr. Schmidt how he would account for all these

changes, he responded that the “experience of shaping something is a

source of power. When you have better knowledge about how the sys-

tem and whole region work, and you get to know a lot of people, you

end up having a different access to making things work. Before all this,

for instance, I used to postpone awkward conversations forever. Now

I simply do it. We’re in a different situation today because we’re see-

ing the whole more clearly, and the whole net of personal communi-

cations and relationships is more in flow.”

As  a  field  of  prototyping  activity  in  a  large  system  evolves,  the

deeper purpose becomes embedded in so many ways that it ultimate-

ly  becomes  transparent.  “When  you  consider  that  this  started  as  a

purely  physician-driven  initiative,  it would  have  been  impossible  to
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predict the depth or breadth of the changes that have taken place,” says

Otto’s colleague Ursula Versteegen. “It’s evolved into dozens of proj-

ects  involving  hundreds  of  different  institutions  and  individuals

throughout the entire region. What started as prototyping became an

organic metamorphosis,  the  emergence  of  a  landscape  of  continual

innovation that now we all take for granted.”

Staying Connected

As  occurred  in  the German  health  care work,  the movement  from

presencing and crystallizing into prototyping can lead to many paral-

lel prototyping efforts. While the proliferation of prototyping exper-

iments  is often essential,  it  can also  lead  to  fragmentation and even

unnecessary competition. One key to avoiding this is to keep the pro-

totyping efforts connected to one another. If this can be done, multi-

ple  prototyping  efforts  can,  over  time,  build  larger  social  networks

and a critical mass for change.

There is no single “right” way of maintaining these connections. For

example, larger groups can be organized into “rapid prototyping teams,”

and then the teams can coach one another. As collections of prototyp-

ing efforts evolve, it can be useful to set up a distinct team whose job

is to coordinate across all the teams. Bringing a number of prototyp-

ing  groups  together  regularly,  face-to-face,  to  share  what  they  are

accomplishing—and especially what challenges they are confronting—

can lead to further connections and ways to help one another.

What matters is that staying connected becomes a strategic priori-

ty. The energy of prototyping will  draw many new,  action-oriented

players into an initiative. Most will come with little appreciation for

the history of learning and relationship building that has been respon-

sible for success in the past and will lack awareness of the larger com-
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munity  that  has  developed. The  centripetal  forces  of  fragmentation

can be overwhelming if there is not a clear vision of the larger com-

munity of prototyping activities as the real microcosm of large-scale

change. 

Synchronicity: The Field Knowing Itself 

Perhaps the most important aspect of crystallizing intent and proto-

typing is one that people rarely talk about. When people connect with

their deeper source of  intention, they often find themselves experi-

encing amazingly  synchronistic events.  In his classic Synchronicity: An

Acausal Connecting Principle,  Carl  Jung  defined  synchronicity  as  “a

meaningful  coincidence  of  two  or  more  events,  where  something

other than the probability of chance is involved.” Jung’s definition art-

fully  juxtaposes  two  seemingly  contradictory notions: “coincidence”

and “something other than . . . chance.”6 Synchronicity seems to bind

together  just  such  opposites:  intentionality  and  fortuity,  action  and

luck, causality and “acausality.” 

Intel’s David Marsing told Joseph that “Synchronicity is about being

open to what wants to happen.” For him, what Rao called “the broad-

casting of intention” is evident by the way “many people sense and are

drawn  together  around  a  new  possibility  that’s  unfolding.”  And,  he

added, “It’s usually more than one person who senses it and who wants

to help. I rarely find myself in this sort of place alone. You don’t even

have  to  advertise—there’s  something  about  the  situation  that  res-

onates with people who have a similar intent and a similar set of prin-

ciples  and  values.  They’re  drawn  to  it,  and  then  magic  begins  to

unfold.” 

While  synchronicity  can’t  be  controlled,  it  also  isn’t  random—

indeed, one of the primary consequences of the entire U movement is
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that the power of synchronicity is brought more reliably into play. This

starts with the opening that occurs in suspending and continues with

the “surrender into commitment” that arises in presencing. As W. H.

Murray of the Scottish Himalayan Expedition said, “The moment one

definitely commits oneself, then providence moves too.”7 It would be

wrong to say that highly successful innovators expect magic to occur,

but they somehow accept it quietly, as an almost inevitable part of the

process. You can hear this in Alan Webber’s comment that “The uni-

verse, as it turns out, is a very welcoming place.” Or, as Tara Posely

put it, “The universe wants to help.” 

Perhaps what we call magic or synchronicity is simply what it feels

like, from our personal vantage point, to be part of a field knowing

itself and to be taking action informed by the whole. When forced to

understand  the  increasingly  frequent  magic  in  his  classroom,

Christopher Bache—like Eleanor Rosch, Rupert Sheldrake, and oth-

ers with whom we spoke—came eventually to think of a larger field.

“When these synchronistic resonances  first began manifesting  in my

classes,  I  thought  of  them  as  paranormal  exchanges  taking  place

between separate minds. . . . Eventually it simply became more ele-

gant  to  conceptualize  these  phenomena  as  symptoms  of  a  unified

learning field that underlay and integrated the class as a whole.

“The most important observation that pushed me toward the . . .

field view of these events . . .was the sheer magnitude and intensity of

the forces that were involved. Too many people’s lives were being too

deeply touched for me to conceptualize what was happening in terms

of resonances with my individual energy. 

“. . . about fifteen years ago, students started coming up to me after

class . . . [saying things like] ‘You know, it’s strange you used the exam-

ple you did in class today, because that’s exactly what happened to me

this week.’ . . . My students were finding intimate pieces of their lives

showing up in my lectures. . . . Students also began to tell me that it
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was uncanny how often my lectures answered as if on cue questions

they were feeling but were not asking.” He eventually discovered that

students were also reporting similar coincidences with one another.

As one student said, “‘Each quarter seemed to bring new and unex-

pected changes and synchronicities. I entered into a web of relation-

ships and meetings with people that profoundly influenced my life.’”8

When he discovered Sheldrake’s writings, Bache gradually came to

see his own experiences not as something extraordinary or paranor-

mal but as a natural feature of a living system. In a sense, he and his

students were  starting  to  pay  attention  to  something  subtle  among

them and were learning how to cultivate it further, what Bache calls

“Sacred Mind,” “the unbounded awareness within which all individual

experience occurs, the living matrix where minds meet and engage.”9

Sadly, Bache writes, “our culture has not taught us to recognize the

presence of this broader mental field, let alone how it functions.” For

example, “atomistic models of mind do educators a great disservice

because  they  desensitize  us  to  the  subtler  textures  of  the  teaching

experience . . . . Even the exceptional exchange—when the teacher

‘awakens the student’s hunger for learning’—is still seen as an inter-

action between ontologically separate minds.”10

After many  years  of  exploring  and  thinking  about  Sacred Mind,

Bache has concluded that it is too limiting to think of such fields as just

a  product  of  “non-ordinary  states  of  consciousness.”  Rather,  he  has

come to see them as “the inner lining of everyday life.” Spiritual disci-

plines  that  “awaken  the  individual  to  the  transcendental  depths  of

experience”  offer  one  pathway  to  experiencing  this  larger  mental

field. But there’s a second path. Through genuine engagement within

teams or groups,  as  in Bache’s  classroom, we discover Sacred Mind

“‘hidden’ in plain sight . . . alive within our everyday collective expe-

rience.”11

And when we do, we discover, as Rosch said, that “action becomes
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action  that  supports  the  whole,  that  includes  everything  and  does

everything  that’s  needed.” But  of  course,  the  action  is  not  just “our

action.” It is the by-product of participating more consciously in dia-

logue with an unfolding universe. 
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12. 

Realizing and the Craft of
Institution Building 

November 2 001

When the four of us met again in the fall, it was the first

time we had been  together  since  the events  in New

York  on  September  11,  2001. We  all  felt  that  9/11

was a painful  reflection of  the  forces behind  the “requiem scenario”

and a confirmation of the importance of the deep learning process we

were  trying  to  understand.  Joseph  started  by  updating  us  on  the

October  11  meeting  held  to  carry  forward  the  work  begun  in

Vermont.

�
“When our group from Stowe met in New York, we were just a few

blocks  from  what  is  now  called ‘Ground  Zero.’  It  was  profoundly
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moving to be there, and we couldn’t help but reflect on what the event

might  mean  in  light  of  our  vision  for  transforming  leadership. We

talked about how much it should be attributed to the ‘insanity’ of reli-

gious fanaticism, and how much to other causes.”

“As one person put it,” Otto added. “One person’s ‘religious fanat-

ic’ is another’s ‘heroic martyr.’ Although September 11 can be seen in

many  lights,  we  all  agreed  that  the  impetus  that  had  brought  our

group  together—the  need  to  bring  diverse  leaders  from  business,

government, and civil society together to work toward more sustain-

able patterns of globalization—was more urgent than ever. We spent

a lot of time in conversation about the forms the initiative could take,

but  in  the  end what mattered most  to  all  of  us was  getting  started

right away.”

“We agreed that the initial prototyping process should start with a

new round of sensing interviews,” continued Joseph. “If nothing else,

September 11 told us that we simply have to understand the state of

the world as experienced by diverse world citizens—to learn how to

‘sense’ globally, rather than to impose one group’s solution onto oth-

ers. Within a few weeks a network of people had started to conduct

another thirty interviews in seven different regions around the world.

Two overarching themes arose from the interviews: the current glob-

al crises and an emerging new global consciousness. 

“Wendy Luhabe, an influential entrepreneur and mentor to women

and young entrepreneurs in South Africa, summed up many others’

comments saying, ‘There’s a leadership crisis in the world. If you look

at  what’s  going  on  in  the Middle  East,  or  in  Zimbabwe,  or  in  the

Enron corporation, or  in the American elections, or  in the position

the Bush administration is taking to alienate the U.S. from the rest of

the world, you’ll see that all these things have a similar pattern of the

old dominant forces struggling with the emerging new force of peo-

ple who  are  saying, “We’re  no  longer  prepared  to  just  sit  back  and
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watch the world go to ruin.” The old power  forces are resisting the

new.  And  the  new  is  showing  up  in  young  people,  and  in women.

Unless we can create space for people to participate in managing the

world and in creating a different future, we’re not going to arrest what

appears to be the inevitable.’

“Father Xabier Gorostiaga  of Nicaragua,  former  president  of  the

University of Central America, said we’re not merely experiencing a

security crisis after September 11, but ‘a profound crisis of civiliza-

tion,’ of what our sense of life is: ‘The world does not know where it

is going.’ He said that the ‘Washington consensus’ model of democra-

cy  has widened  the  gulf  between what  he  called ‘two  citizenships.’

Today there is a ‘citizenship of the globalizers and the globalized; a cit-

izenship with the capacity of playing in the market and a citizenship

with no capacity; a citizenship that possesses, knows, and has power,

and another citizenship that does not possess, does not know and has

no power.’” 

Otto took up the thread: “I thought Alok Singh, a young member

of  the  global  youth  network  Pioneers  of  Change,  put  it  succinctly.

‘Our systems are failing, and their failures are coming to the surface:

they do not serve people. The current crisis will not go away because

we’re just operating on the symptoms.’ 

“I found the same sense of breakdown when I did follow-up inter-

views with people from the German health care project. While many

were encouraged by experiments  like the new emergency care net-

work, they also felt they were trying to ‘fix a dying system.’ One said,

‘Maybe what’s needed right now is to stop trying to keep the system

alive artificially and perform a controlled emergency shutdown.’ 

“This experience of the entire system as ‘dying’ applies not only to

health care but also to education, agriculture, and government. People

said that  there are simply no high-leverage strategies  that will make

any difference as long as we continue to avoid integrative approaches
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that involve all these areas. When I said I expected our current system

to  hit  the  wall  sometime  within  the  next  decade,  almost  no  one

agreed with me. Many said the system would crash much earlier, and

some said that it wasn’t going to happen in the future because it was

already happening now.”

“Those in the middle of the breakdowns also spoke most powerful-

ly about the second theme—that integrative solutions are inseparable

from a new personal  awareness,”  Joseph added. “One of  the people

Otto  interviewed was Nicanor Perlas, a  leader  in a nationwide civil

society movement for sustainable development in the Philippines and

recipient  of  the  Right  Livelihood  Award,  also  known  as  the

Alternative Nobel Prize. He said that globalization means we have to

become ‘more aware of how deeply we’re  interconnected as human

beings across all of society. It also means that each of us is confronted

with the fundamental choice of participating in patterns of develop-

ment and interaction that are either life-destroying or life-enhancing.’”

“When we  asked  people where  they  see  this  new  awareness  and

spirituality  in  action,”  continued  Otto,  “many  said  that  unless  we

looked at the level of local community development, we were missing

the point. Several of the young leaders we interviewed were involved

in community projects in the developing world. As one young woman

from  Finland  put  it,  there  isn’t  a  world  solution  on  a  grand  scale.

Common solutions that could work for everybody are impossible to

find; they are ‘against nature.’

“A wonderful  example of  an  alternative  to  the ‘Washington  con-

sensus’ model of global economic development  is the national dairy

farmer’s  cooperative  in Gujarat,  India.  It has made  India  the  largest

producer  of milk  in  the world  and  given millions  of  dairy  farmers

across the country livelihood and self-reliance. To date, one hundred

thousand village cooperative societies have been established, governed

by  elected  boards  comprised mostly  of  villagers. ‘We’re  not  in  the
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dairy business,’ Amul’s managing director, Mr. B. M. Vyas, says. ‘We

are in the society-building business. Business is not the goal. Business

is a means to build a society that is just and fair and that empowers the

poor. Democracy is not sitting in the Parliament in Delhi—it is start-

ing at the grassroots level and giving the ordinary man a chance. That

value addition is a thousand times more than producing the Intel chip.’

“This new round of sensing interviews is already causing some sub-

tle changes  in how we’re  thinking about our goals. Over and above

cross-sector  projects  on  systemic  change, we  should  be  fostering  a

global  community  of  local  leaders.  Interviews  are  also  confirming

something  Adam  said  in  the  New York  meeting:  that  women  and

young leaders must have a critical role moving forward. This had been

a powerful conclusion from the civic scenario work he’d done, and is

something that corporate leaders often overlook.”

“I  think  the  interviews  are  also  clarifying  our  first major  step  in

making this initiative real,” said Joseph. “We need to bring together a

meaningful  cross-section  of  the  types  of  people  we’ve  been  inter-

viewing,  a kind of  strategic microcosm of  the  types of  leaders who

need to be working together to create the first set of projects, perhaps

at  the  next  ECW. We  could  include  community  and  youth  leaders

along with executives from business and government.”

“This seems like a good example of exactly what we’ve been talk-

ing about,” said Betty Sue. “Your new round of interviews became an

important prototyping exercise, and the learning from them is evolv-

ing your understanding and vision. As I was listening, it seemed to me

that the capacities that we’ve been identifying and using over the past

year  are  now being  embodied  in  this  new  initiative  you’re working

on.”

“I think so, but this is still in its very early stages,” Joseph replied. “I

imagine we’ll go through several more iterations before we know the

form it will finally take.”
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“But as a particular type of learning process, I think we can say a bit

about what happens when groups complete the whole movement of

the U,” said Peter. “Like any learning process, completion means real-

izing—bringing into reality enduring changes that are both external

and internal. The external changes include obvious consequences or

achievements.  For  an  organization  that  also  includes  new  organiza-

tional  practices,  or  ways  of  doing  things  and  working  together.

Clearly, for example, this leadership initiative is about developing net-

works of leaders  from business, government, and non-governmental

organizations who can work together.

“The  internal  changes  show  up  on  two  levels.  First we  come  to

embody  a  new  capacity  for  action. What  once  required  conscious

effort  happens  effortlessly,  almost  automatically. We  know  we’ve

learned to walk or ride a bicycle, or write a sonnet when we can pro-

duce these outcomes reliably. Just so, organizations can embody new

capacities  by  developing  new domains  of  competence  embedded  in

assumptions  and  institutional  norms.  But  learning  also  creates  new

domains of meaning. It shifts our awareness and understanding. We see

the world in new ways. What was invisible to us becomes visible, like

when you learn a language while living in a different culture and grad-

ually come to ‘see’ that culture in a new way.” 

“The  real  difference  is  that more  superficial  learning  and  change

processes are abbreviated or distorted versions of the U movement,”

Otto  affirmed. “The  learners  don’t  access  capacities  for  suspending

habitual  ways  of  seeing,  and  they  fail  to  connect  with  the  deeper

source of action that arises from becoming ‘present’ to future possi-

bilities. That’s why the embodiment and understanding  that arise  in

completing  the U movement  also  differ  from what  occurs  in more

typical  learning  processes—collectively  moving  through  the  U  can

lead to creating entirely new institutions or truly transforming exist-

ing ones.”
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“One way shifts in organizational meaning and understanding show

up is through governing ideas,” said Peter. “Bill O’Brien, the former

CEO of Hanover Insurance, used to say that the fundamental problem

with  most  businesses  is  that  they’re  governed  by  mediocre  ideas.

Maximizing the return on invested capital is an example of a mediocre

idea. Mediocre ideas don’t uplift people. They don’t give them some-

thing they can tell their children about. They don’t create much mean-

ing.” 

“I think talking about lofty guiding ideas leaves many people cold

today,” Betty Sue said. “What business doesn’t have a mission or value

statement? Enron had a corporate value statement, as did WorldCom,

Tyco, and countless other firms that have ultimately been devastated

by violations of their own codes of conduct. None of these value state-

ments functioned as an adequate check to executive abuse of power.” 

“That’s  the  difference  between  good  ideas  and  governing  ideas,”

replied Peter. “Ideas move from good ideas to governing ideas when

they  become  the  foundation  of  an  organization’s  system  of  gover-

nance—that  is,  when  they  become  a  source  of  decision-making

power.  Having  lofty  value  statements  obviously  doesn’t  necessarily

empower people to speak up against practices that violate those val-

ues. Real  governing  ideas must be married  to processes  and norms

that enable people to live the organization’s values and purpose. That

might mean, for instance, established ways that people can challenge

executive actions effectively, embedded in a culture that both respects

and continually challenges authority. Otherwise, people can only do

so by putting themselves at personal risk, which means that correc-

tions  inevitably  occur  too  late.  Most  value  and  mission  statements

combined  with  traditional  authoritarian  governance  structures  are

worse than useless—they breed cynicism and become a smoke screen

for business as usual. Discovering governing  ideas that generate real

meaning and building the commitment to translate them into how we
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live and work together is hard work—the work of moving down the

U not once, but repeatedly.”

“And  to  do  that  requires  infrastructures  for  sensing,  presencing,

and realizing,” added Otto. “There are few examples at this point, but

I think Shell’s scenario process, when it truly engages people in dis-

covering  their  assumptions  about  the  world,  is  probably  a  good

instance of a sensing infrastructure in the business world. From what

I’ve  heard,  Unilever’s ‘learning  journeys’—taking  managers  out  of

their familiar environments and into places they would never other-

wise go—help people connect with one another and open sources of

inner  knowing  that  enable  both  sensing  and  presencing.1

Infrastructures  for  realizing  would  probably  need  to  support  rapid

prototyping of the sort tht John Kao talks about. They key is to have

infrastructures in all three areas, and I think that is very rare.”

“Yes, but this doesn’t mean that sensing, presencing, and realizing

don’t occur in real organizations, even if the capabilities aren’t embed-

ded in well-established routines and behaviors,” added Joseph. “We’ve

all seen groups move through the bottom of the U and make profound

changes in how they operate, many of which endure for years.” 

“Like Visa,” said Peter. “Joseph and I worked closely with Dee Hock,

Visa’s first CEO, during the founding of SoL. Not many people real-

ize  it,  but Visa  International  is  arguably  the  largest  business  in  the

world,  with  over  $3  trillion  in  transactions  and  a  market  value

approaching a trillion. Yet to many it doesn’t even look like a business.

It’s organized as a self-governing network of more than twenty thou-

sand member institutions that are also its owners. It’s governed by a

constitution  that  stipulates  how  governing  boards  are  elected,  the

rights and obligations of members, how new members are admitted,

and how members  can be disqualified.  In  short,  one of  the world’s

largest corporations operates as a self-governing democracy. 

“What really strikes me in light of what we’re talking about is that
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Visa emerged  from a profound collective  journey  through  the U.  It

started with the chaos of the early days of the credit card industry in

the  late  1960s,  in  the midst  of  a massive  financial  collapse  brought

about  by  overexpansion.  Amidst  a  spreading  perception  that  the

whole industry was doomed, Dee headed a small group of executives

who  had  been  convened  by  Bank  of  America  in  order  to  immerse

themselves  in  the  reality of  the  situation. The deeper  they dug,  the

worse it looked. The system they’d all created could never solve the

problems to which it had given rise. This realization forced them, in

Dee’s words, to abandon their ‘old perspective and mechanistic model

of reality’ and to cease thinking of ‘the jargon of banking and payment

systems.’ Gradually a ‘change in consciousness occurred. . . .We were

not in the credit card business. . . . We were really in the business of

the exchange of monetary value.’2

“Lying awake one night during the middle of an intense week-long

meeting, he suddenly realized that ‘no bank could create the world’s

premier system for the exchange of value. No hierarchical stock cor-

poration could do it. No nation-state could do it. . . . It was beyond

the power of reason to design such an organization. . . yet, lying there,

[I  was  reminded]  how  evolution  routinely,  effortlessly  tossed  off

countless  varieties of much more  complex organisms  and organiza-

tions—rain  forests,  marine  systems,  weather  systems,  cheetahs,

whales, body, brain, immune system—with seeming ease.’3

“When he awoke the next morning, he found himself asking if an

organization could be patterned on biological concepts and methods

so that it could evolve to continually organize and invent itself. ‘What

if we quit arguing about the structure of a new institution and tried to

think of it as having some sort of genetic code?’4

“The genetic  code became Visa’s purpose  and principles,  its  gov-

erning ideas, and the core governance processes spelled out in its con-

stitution.5 The subsequent work of prototyping and institutionalizing
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took over  four years, but  in  the end Visa  International was  formed,

more or less in its current form.” 

“That’s a great example of the U movement in action,” said Otto. “I

think  Dee’s  term  for  organizations  like Visa—chaordic,  how  order

emerges from chaos—is a powerful metaphor for the entire U process.”

“Yes, it is,” said Betty Sue. “When I read his book, you also get the

feeling of Dee as a real ‘force of nature’ throughout the process—that

creating Visa was truly his calling. But his story also makes me wonder

if we’ll discover that our journey together is really about coming to

understand democracy itself. We live in societies that espouse demo-

cratic ideals and have certain mechanisms of democracy, like voting,

but by and large our institutions function very autocratically—often

literally  like  small  dictatorships.  I’ve been  thinking  about  this more

and  more  lately.  Maybe  we’re  just  at  the  beginning  of  the  age  of

democracy and self-governance. What  if  the past two hundred years

have been a  sort of preparation and  initial prototying period? What  if

democracy itself is really in its early stages of development?”

“I had a premonition of that when I watched the fall of the Berlin

Wall,” Otto said. “It felt as if we were entering a transitional period.

Act One was  the  collapse  of  the  Soviet Union  and  the  communist

block. Act Two is what we are witnessing now: the limits of the U.S.

brand of capitalism and democracy are becoming painfully obvious.

Maybe Act Three concerns the emergence of a new constellation of

global forces.

“What would happen if rather than thinking of democracy as some-

thing we inherit, like a suit of clothes passed on from our grandpar-

ents, we thought of  it as a learning process—one where we’ve only

taken the smallest baby steps so far, and new prototypes will come.”

“There’s a real question, however, as to whether the present proto-

type can tolerate new prototypes, or whether it contains its own form

of totalitarianism,” added Peter. “Remember, Betty Sue, when that one
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brave person in your July meeting asked if ‘the present framework of

global capitalism can adapt to the new reality?’ No one responded.” 

“That’s certainly a big question for many of the world’s emerging

countries,” said Betty Sue. “They often feel that there really is no alter-

native to the Washington consensus. 

“Perhaps  our  openness  going  forward will  depend  on  one  other

message in Dee’s story, that is, our connection to nature—learning to

live by natural principles and giving up our attempts to control.  It’s

interesting that, in his real moment of crisis, Dee awoke to what he

knew about living systems and evolution.” 

“One thing I really appreciated about Dee was that he was brutally

realistic about how much the ‘Newtonian mind’ has been conditioned

to believe that someone must be in control,” said Joseph. “That’s why

we’re continually trying to gain control and to avoid being controlled.

When one person tries to control another, it invariably backfires. Why

do we think someone must control larger systems like schools or cor-

porations? Dee  says  it’s  because we  see  that  system  as more  like  a

machine than a living being. I think he’s right. It’s not surprising that

machine  thinking  has  produced  institutions  that  make  it  virtually

impossible for us to live in harmony with nature, and with one another.”

“So what we’re saying is quite simple,” said Peter. “Our capacity for

democracy grows from our connection with nature. As we lose that

connection,  isolation,  fear,  and  the  need  to  control  grow—and

democracy inevitably deteriorates. It’s easy to forget that a deep con-

nection with nature provides the inspiration for genuine democratic

thinking. Perhaps  this  is what Walt Whitman was  trying  to warn us

about over a hundred years ago. There’s a passage of his I’ve never for-

gotten, and now I think I know why.

We have  frequently printed the word Democracy. Yet  I cannot

too  often  repeat,  that  it  is  a word  the  real  gist  of which  still

sleeps, quite unawakened . . . 
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It is a great word, whose history, I suppose remains unwrit-

ten, because that history has yet to be enacted. 

It is, in some sort, younger brother of another great and often

used word, Nature, whose history also waits unwritten. 6
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13. 

Leadership: Becoming a
Human Being

December 2001

W
e met a few weeks later on a snowy day in December.

We had all been thinking about the things people said in

the second round of ‘sensing’ interviews. 

�
“The idea that we’re experiencing a crisis in leadership probably isn’t

new, but I heard it in a new way,” said Betty Sue. “If we’re at the end

of an era, I think it’s clear that a new kind of leadership is called for.”

“New realities have certainly demanded new thinking about lead-

ership before,” said Peter. “One of the oldest ideas about leadership is

that ‘with power must come wisdom’—an idea that seems to date

from the period when larger city states were forming in China and
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Greece about twenty-five hundred years ago. As larger organizations

with greater institutional power were coming on the scene, people

recognized they needed to deal with the dangers such organizational

power could bring. I don’t think it was a coincidence that Plato’s dia-

logue with Glaucon about the philosopher king in the Republic was

written within a hundred years of the time when Guan Zhong and

later Confucius laid the foundations of Chinese thinking about leader-

ship. In many ways, the two sets of ideas are remarkably similar, each

articulating a philosophy of moral development so that this new orga-

nizational power wouldn’t be abused. 

“I can’t help but think that we’re in a very similar period today.

Globalization is reshaping societies and cultures on a scale that has

never happened before. Yet the old idea that those in positions to influ-

ence such organizations’ power must be committed to cultivation or

moral development has all but completely disappeared. I doubt that

few have even thought what such cultivation means—what it takes to

develop a capacity for delayed gratification, for seeing longer-term

effects of actions, for achieving quietness of mind. The ancient Greeks

and Chinese believed such cultivation required a lifetime of dedicated

personal work, guided by masters.”

“But many people seem to feel these old ideas don’t speak to the

realities of today’s technology-driven world,” said Betty Sue. “Our

leaders are more likely to be technologists than philosophers, focused

on gaining and using power, driving change, influencing people, and

maintaining an appearance of control.”

“Yes, old ideas are not very popular,” agreed Peter. “Somewhere in

the last generation or two, the very word ‘old’ became a pejorative

term. Now it’s synonymous with worn-out and obsolete, and ‘new’

automatically means improved and superior. This might be perfectly

fine in talking about machines, but it’s tragic for living systems.

“Several years ago, Debashish Chatterjee, a good friend and well-

known author on leadership1 opened a seminar on leadership at MIT
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by saying, ‘I’ve been guided in my work by the notion that older is

often better. If an idea has been around for a few thousand years, it’s

been submitted to many tests—which is a good indicator that it might

have some real merit. We’re fixated on newness, which often misleads

us into elevating novelty over substance.’” 

“And with the loss of valuing the ‘old,’ elders passed from our

midst,” said Joseph, “wisdom was replaced by technical expertise, and

aging came to be seen as a long descent from youth and vigor to old

age and infirmity.” He frowned. “I think the costs of these shifts for

human happiness and social stability have been incalculable.”

“The connection to the ancient Greeks and Chinese really strikes

me,” said Otto. “Of all the interviews I’ve done, none was more inter-

esting than the one with Master Nan Huai Chin in Hong Kong. Even

though Peter helped make the introduction, we’ve never talked about

my visit. I think that much of what we’re coming to understand about

the U movement was laid out long ago in Chinese culture, although

its meaning is all but lost today. Nan is regarded by many in China as

the most important living chan (Zen) Buddhist master, although he is

little known outside of China. He’s also a Taoist master and a—some

would say ‘the’—eminent Confucian scholar. He’s written over forty

books, which have sold tens of millions of copies in China, mostly on

the black market until recently. He is also reputed to be the greatest

living expert on Chinese medicine, ancient poetry, and feng shui, the

art of physical design—as well as being a leading military strategy and

the former kung fu champion of China.” 

Peter smiled as Otto caught his breath. “Master Nan’s accomplish-

ments seem almost impossible to comprehend in one person. One of

the senior U.S. State Department officials in China, who told me that

traditionally, advisers to the emperors were expected to be masters

and integrators of all the Chinese traditions, said, ‘He may be the last

in this tradition.’” 

“I’m not surprised,” Betty Sue laughed. “Our modern cultures
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don’t encourage following that kind of path. But Otto, are you saying

that Master Nan recognized the U theory?”

“Actually, it was more than that. We started off by talking about his

most recent book at that time, a new interpretation of one of the

Confucian classics, The Great Learning.2 It’s an essay that was original-

ly recorded twenty-four hundred years ago and has been a mainstay of

Chinese culture ever since. As one of my interpreters, Dr. Zhao, put

it, ‘Every emperor respected it, because it talks about how to become

a leader.’ Still, despite superficial familiarity, its deeper meaning has

been lost. The other interpreter, Ken Pang, said that since the Ch’ing

Dynasty—the last line of Chinese emperors, which started in 1644—

there has been a ‘dogmatic interpretation’ of the work, which eventu-

ally ‘contributed to the downfall of that dynasty.’ Master Nan then

added that the core of the Confucian theory of leadership formation

rests on the idea that ‘if you want to be a leader, you have to be a real

human being. You must recognize the true meaning of life before you

can become a great leader. You must understand yourself first.’”

Joseph nodded. “Bill O’Brien used to say, ‘The success of an inter-

vention depends on the inner condition of the intervener.’ That’s far

more important than techniques or strategies for change.” 

“Right,” Otto agreed. “In this sense, the cultivated self is a leader’s

greatest tool. This idea is a cornerstone of traditional thinking about

leadership in indigenous cultures, as it was in ancient China and India. 

“But one reason this traditional view has been largely discarded is

that it’s difficult. It’s the journey of a lifetime. And much of the prac-

tical know-how that might have once guided individuals on this jour-

ney has passed out of the mainstream of contemporary society, even

in those societies like China that still preserve elements of their

ancient teachings. The distinctiveness of Master Nan’s new interpre-

tation is to show that The Great Learning actually presents a detailed

theory of leadership cultivation.

“‘If you want to be a great leader,’ he said, ‘you need to enter seven
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meditative spaces. These seven spaces—awareness, stopping, calm-

ness, stillness, peace, true thinking, and attainment—can look like

one step, but actually, it’s a long, long, long process.’

“Pang explained that the established interpretation of the first two

steps, awareness and stopping, had become that each person needed

to be aware of their position in society and not overstep it. ‘The

emperors would say that you have to know where to stop, you have to

listen to everything I say, you have to be subservient.’ Master Nan’s

interpretation of ‘stopping’ in The Great Learning is very different. He

says that the original meaning was ‘stopping the flow of thought.’

“Professor Zhao said it’s important for leaders because people who

haven’t achieved this state will be obstructed by all kinds of different

emotions—greed, fear, anger, anxiety—that will prevent them from

making ‘right judgments.’

“Master Nan told a story about a famous Chinese prime minister

when China was still divided into many small states. The man’s son

was arrested and about to be executed in a neighboring state. The man

wanted to send his youngest son to rescue him, but his oldest son

objected. ‘Sending your youngest son means you don’t think I’m capa-

ble,’ said the oldest son. ‘Send me.’

“The man relented and sent his oldest son to rescue the son in

prison. The oldest son found a minister who was very close to the

emperor and pleaded with him, offering him money for the release of

the brother. The minister said he would help. Soon it was announced

that the emperor would release all prisoners. Hearing this, the oldest

son thought, ‘Terrific. I don’t need to give the money I had promised

to this guy, since all prisoners will be released.’ But the minister had

convinced the emperor to release all prisoners as an act of magna-

nimity, to enhance the emperor’s reputation and benefit the entire

country. When the minister learned that the eldest brother was now

withholding the money, he went back to the emperor and persuaded

him to release all the prisoners except the son, who was executed. 
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“When the eldest son returned to his family, carrying the body of

his brother, the father’s apprehensions about sending the eldest were

confirmed. Why? Because the father knew that the eldest son worked

very hard for his money and wouldn’t want to give it away, while the

youngest son didn’t have the same attachment to money. 

“‘Attachment affects our ability to judge, and our knowing,’ Zhao

told me. ‘That’s what it means when you don’t know how to stop.’ 

“‘In Buddhism,’ Pang said, ‘thinking is like a waterfall. You look at a

waterfall, and you just see water coming down. It’s like a curtain of

water. But everyone knows that the waterfall is really composed of

water drops. Thinking is the same. Our mind runs so rapidly that we

perceive our thinking as if it’s a waterfall. But if you’re aware, if you’re

able to stop, you know that thinking is just tiny drops.’ 

“‘Thoughts,’ Nan said, ‘pass one, one, one, like that. Most people

can’t see the gaps between the thoughts. Advanced cultivators learn to

see that ‘thoughts change every moment, every second. We’re always

being cheated by our thoughts,’ taking them as reality. 

“Stopping begins to occur spontaneously as soon as we’re able to

see our thoughts. ‘As soon as you’re aware, you’re already stopping,’

Pang told me. ‘Not until we stop can the essential question appear.

Before “stopping,” our goals and aims are more likely to be a reflection

of our past than what’s really needed now.’”

Joseph leaned forward with excitement. “The parallels of the

Confucian theory to the movement down the U sound pretty remark-

able. Becoming aware of yourself and the world by stopping the flow

of thought sounds exactly like Francisco Varela’s comments on sus-

pension and removing ourselves from the habitual stream of thought.”

“They are,” replied Otto. “And as Master Nan explained the remain-

ing five stages, the parallels continued. He did a quick summary, say-

ing, ‘Once you actually stop, you move to the third stage: samadhi, or

calmness. When you reach true calmness of mind, then you’ll be able

to reach true quietness or stillness. You’ll be in a state of peacefulness
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in which you can truly think. When you can truly think, then you can

attain the goals that you’re supposed to achieve.’ 

“The seven meditative spaces of leadership basically consist of two

movements. The first movement could be called the ‘way in,’ which is

to move from normal awareness to a place of true stillness, what

we’ve called the bottom of the U. The second movement could be

called ‘the return,’ which is about returning to more normal levels of

activity with new awareness, without losing the presence of the deep-

est point. This is the whole movement we’ve been working to under-

stand, albeit in a different language. And the parallels at specific spaces

are striking. For example, Nan said that when the mind becomes truly

calm and you enter the first stages of samadhi, you begin to see ‘the life

process at work.’ That sounds very much like what we’ve been calling

redirecting, or re-orienting our attention to the living process behind

whatever is immediately visible.” 

“So, taken together, the first three spaces—awareness, stopping,

and calmness—are all about connecting deeply to present reality, the

essence of sensing, and moving down the U,” Joseph said. 

“Right,” said Otto. “And when I asked if it was valid to consider

these three spaces as seeing reality more deeply, Pang responded, ‘This

is the only way to see present reality.’ 

“Nan also commented on a shift in our awareness of the self, which

we now know is part of what happens at the bottom of the U.

Embedded in this steady stream of thoughts are habitual thinking pat-

terns that shape our most basic experiences and beliefs, including our

standard notion of self. We take our concept of our self as reality. But

Nan said, ‘Thoughts are not a person. Thoughts change all the time.’

According to The Great Learning, stillness and peace arise when we

penetrate through everyday thoughts to our deeper experience. When

this happens, Nan says, ‘you get rid of the habitual view of the self.’”

“What Varela described as discovering the ‘virtuality of the self’ and

Ohashi as the ‘alien self,’” Joseph affirmed. 
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“Yes. Later Nan said, ‘We say “we,” the human. Actually, this is just

a symbol representing something. Ultimately speaking, there is no

such thing as a person. It doesn’t really exist.’ ”3

“This is exactly what Ohashi was talking about when he spoke of

the ‘nothingness’ that ‘enables my existence,’” said Peter. “This illuso-

ry aspect of our everyday awareness of self is very hard for Westerners

to grasp but foundational to traditional Eastern thought. There is a

wonderful poem attributed to a Chinese sage, Wu Wei Wu: 

“Why are you so unhappy?

Because ninety-nine percent of what you think,

And everything you do,

Is for your self,

And there isn’t one. 4

“I think that one of the fundamental ideas of Buddhism is that the

reality of the phenomenal world is emptiness. This connects directly

to the physical science understanding that all manifest phenomena are

in flux, including our bodies and physical selves. We reify these

through our thought, which creates the appearance in our awareness

of substance, but this appearance is illusory. The really key notion of

Eastern philosophy in general is that another dimension of reality

exists that is not phenomenal, that is actually substantial and enduring,

and that this reality is accessed as we’re able to control our thought.

This is why the physicist David Bohm spent ten years in conversations

with the Indian philosopher Khrishnamurti, exploring parallels to his

theory of the implicate order, the generative field underlying manifest

reality. I think it also explains why many scientists we’ve interviewed

are serious practitioners of Eastern disciplines today.”

“Practice and cultivation are critical,” said Otto. “The Confucian

theory concerns long-term individual ‘cultivation’ or development.

Although he says no fixed amount of time is required, Nan talks about

‘entering these spaces’ as a ‘long, long process’ of leadership cultiva-
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tion—in Eastern terms, possibly the journey of many lifetimes. In this

sense, the Confucian theory complements the theory of the U. While

we’ve been trying to understand the underlying capacities this move-

ment requires, traditions like Buddhism, Taoism, and many others

offer rich tools and methods to develop these capacities. But, none of

this matters if we’re not personally committed to our own cultivation. 

“Although I didn’t see the full connection to the U process at the

time, I said to Master Nan, ‘First you slow down and look deeply into

yourself and the world until you start to be present to what’s trying to

emerge. Then you move back into the world with a unique capacity to

act and create. This seems to be very much what The Great Learning

teaches about leadership cultivation. Does this make sense to you?’ 

“He affirmed that this was a correct interpretation of his thinking,

but not the only one. He said, ‘Maybe, later in your life, you will also

arrive at other interpretations.’” 

“You know, it’s amazing how we can pursue a question and eventu-

ally come to a place that wise people have reached before and ‘know

it for the first time,’” Betty Sue said. “But I think it’s also important to

point out that while leadership cultivation has been the main part of

wisdom traditions of the past, it will be different in the future. The

leadership of the future will not be provided simply by individuals but

by groups, institutions, communities, and networks. 

“One of the roadblocks for groups moving forward now is thinking

that they have to wait for a leader to emerge—someone who embod-

ies the future path. But I think what we’ve been learning with the U

process is that the future can emerge within the group itself, not

embodied in a ‘hero’ or traditional ‘leader.’ I think this is the key going

forward—that we have to nurture a new form of leadership that does-

n’t depend on extraordinary individuals.”

“I totally agree. But what does that imply in terms of personal cul-

tivation?” asked Otto.

“I think it’s more important than ever,” replied Betty Sue, “but for

Leadership: Becoming a Human Being 185

www.irpublicpolicy.ir



 

186 Presence

more people. Plus, the cultivation will occur within and among larg-

er collectives of people. We need to learn the disciplines that will help

cultivate the wisdom of the group and larger social systems.” 

“This is the defining feature of our era regarding leadership,” Peter

stated. “In a world of global institutional networks, we face issues for

which hierarchical leadership is inherently inadequate. This is the big

difference between our world and the context that led to the leader-

ship ideas of Confucius and Plato twenty-five hundred years ago. 

“We see this all the time as we work with CEOs of even global cor-

porations. It’s easy for people on the outside to greatly overestimate

their power. I remember one man saying half jokingly that he always

imagined that when he finally made it to the top of the company, he

would look under his desk and he’d see these levers he could pull to

make things happen. He said it was a sobering experience to finally get

there and look under the desk and discover there were none. I think

this is no different for heads of state. What distinctive power does

exist at the top of hierarchies is usually skewed toward power to

destroy rather than the power to build. In a few weeks, a CEO can

destroy trust and distributed knowledge that took years to build. The

power to wage war is far greater than the power to wage peace.” 

“As models of leadership shift from organizational hierarchies with

leaders at the top to more distributed, shared networks, a lot

changes,” said Betty Sue. “For those networks to work with real aware-

ness, many people will need to be deeply committed to cultivating

their capacity to serve what’s seeking to emerge. 

“That’s why I think that cultivation, ‘becoming a real human being,’

really is the primary leadership issue of our time, but on a scale never

required before. It’s a very old idea that may actually hold the key to

a new age of ‘global democracy.’” 
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14. 

Science Performed with the
Mind of Wisdom

At the  International  Institute  for  Applied  Systems  Analysis

outside Vienna,  Austria,  many  years  ago,  a  senior  officer

from the United Nations closed his presentation by saying,

“I’ve dealt with many different problems around the world, and I’ve

concluded that there’s only one real problem: over the past hundred

years, the power that technology has given us has grown beyond any-

one’s wildest imagination, but our wisdom has not. If the gap between

our power and our wisdom is not redressed soon, I don’t have much

hope for our prospects.”1

What if science, like democracy, is an unfinished project? What if

the mainstream view of  science  and  the  technology  it  engenders—

which  increasingly  shapes modern  society—is  but  one  early  proto-

type,  a  prototype with  great  power  but  also  significant  limitations?
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And what if a new science is emerging, one that might, by its nature,

better integrate knowledge and wisdom? 

Our  interviews with  leading  scientists  from  diverse  fields,  com-

bined with  our  own  experiences,  have  led  us  to  conclude  that  the

movement through the U is inseparable from an unfolding revolution

in the modern scientific worldview; indeed, the theory of the U is but

one expression of this movement. Both the theory of the U and this

revolution are based on an understanding of reality that differs funda-

mentally  from  the world of Newtonian billiard balls, where  change

arises  from  one  object  colliding  with  another,  and  the  greater  the

force  the  greater  the  change.  Just  as  the  theory  of  electromagnetic

fields,  and,  later,  of  quantum  fields  transformed  the  Newtonian

worldview  of  isolated  particles,  this  emerging  science  potentially

transforms the particle nature of the isolated self. 

Connectedness is the defining feature of the new worldview—con-

nectedness as an organizing principle of the universe, connectedness

between  the  “outer  world”  of  manifest  phenomena  and  the  “inner

world”  of  lived  experience,  and,  ultimately,  connectedness  among

people and between humans and the larger world. While philosophers

and spiritual teachers have long spoken about connectedness, a scien-

tific  worldview  of  connectedness  could  have  sweeping  influence  in

“shifting the whole,” given the role of science and technology in the

modern world. 

The new integrative science has roots in the relativity and quantum

theory revolutions in physics of the early twentieth century, but it also

draws on much more recent developments in physics, biology, cogni-

tive psychology, and medicine, to name a few. And while many inno-

vators within established Western scientific fields are contributing to

its  development,  there  is  also  an  increasing  influence  from  outside

Western science—for example, non-Western medicine and the scien-
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tific traditions of indigenous peoples. In fact, at this stage, there is still

little consensus on even the major dimensions of a more integrative

scientific worldview—its ontology (basic assumptions about reality),

epistemology (basic assumptions about knowing), or methodology. 

The lack of consensus is inevitable: it took more than two centuries

for the scientific paradigm pioneered by Galileo, Newton, Kepler, and

Descartes to coalesce as the core of Western science. Another centu-

ry or more passed before  the basic paradigm  infiltrated mainstream

society through applied technologies, public education, and the spread

of Western scientific thinking into leadership and management.

Undoubtedly, what emerges from this newest revolution will be a

synthesis of the old and the new. Just as the Newtonian paradigm did

not disappear from twentieth-century physics, many tried and tested

aspects  of  established  scientific  understanding  and  method  will  be

integral to any future worldview. So too will be the human and social

dimensions of change, because the emerging scientific worldview is as

much about us as it is about “science.” 

Twenty years ago, Joseph met with the eminent quantum theorist

David Bohm in London. Bohm, a former colleague of Albert Einstein

at Princeton, whom Einstein  regarded  as  an  intellectual  successor,2

told Joseph, “The most important thing going forward is to break the

boundaries between people so we can operate as a single intelligence.

Bell’s  theorem  implies  that  this  is  the  natural  state  of  the  human

world,  separation without  separateness. The  task  is  to  find ways  to

break these boundaries, so we can be in our natural state.”3

Unlike the Newtonian paradigm, theories such as the U that con-

nect human development, awareness, and institutional change may be

crucial to the new scientific worldview—and to the speed with which

it  influences  society. We may not have  the  luxury of waiting  two to

three centuries for a science of connectedness to create a wiser society.
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Fragmentation

Science and art—two of the oldest activities in human culture—are

both dedicated to investigating reality. Art, wholly dependent on the

direct experience of the artist, deepens our understanding by asking,

as  the painter Gauguin put  it, “Where do we come from? What are

we? Where are we going?” Native science,  the  traditional  science of

indigenous  peoples  around  the  world,  similarly  seeks  to  foster  an

understanding  of  the  universe  in ways  that  nurture  our  connection

and  relationship  to  the  earth  and  the whole  of  the  natural world.4

How, then, has modern science developed in such different ways? 

The basic problem is “fragmentation,” said Bohm, a way of thinking

that “consists of false division, making a division where there is tight

connection”  and  of  seeing  separateness  where  there  is  wholeness.5

Bohm called fragmentation—in our view of the universe and of our-

selves as separate from one another and nature—“the hidden source

of the social, political, and environmental crises facing the world.”6

This  fragmentation  is  reflected  in  the  rigid  academic  divisions

among  scientific  subjects—chemistry,  physics,  biology,  psychology,

astronomy, geology, zoology, physiology, economics, sociology, and so

on—that  thwart  systemic  understanding  across  boundaries.  In  fact,

the further one advances in any scientific discipline, the more narrow

it tends to become. This carries over into all fields in modern society,

to the extent that what it means to be “an expert” today is knowing a

lot about a little.

More subtly, our fragmented mind-set is evident in the traditional

scientific focus on studying isolated things. For hundreds of years, the

prototypical “thing” was the atom, long thought in the West to be the

most basic building block in nature. By the middle of the nineteenth

century, physicists had started to see that the atom itself could be fur-

ther fragmented, leading initially to seeing it, too, as made up of still

smaller things: neutrons, protons, and electrons. But this whole infi-
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nite reduction to smaller and smaller things eventually broke down in

the twentieth century, leading physicists into an entirely new domain

of quantum energy  fields, “electron clouds,” and probabilities rather

than definitive statements about the subatomic world. 

The  belief  that  understanding  lay  in  studying  isolated  things  has

largely  persisted  in  the  social  sciences  and  still  dominates  everyday

affairs.  It  led  economists  to  focus  on  isolated  “rational  actors”  in

explaining how markets worked. It led Freud to explain human behav-

ior in terms of its “atomic constituents”—the ego, superego, and id —

and biased  the whole  field of psychology  to  focus on  the  individual

apart from family, work, and larger networks of relationships.7 Even

collective phenomena in the social sciences are often studied as if they

were isolated things. Studies of effective teams in work settings, for

example, typically focus on roles, tasks, and interpersonal dynamics,

ignoring the fact that a team’s effectiveness often depends on how it

interacts  with  the  larger  organizational  context.8 Similar  dynamics

play out in public affairs. Political conflicts are driven by people defin-

ing threats in the form of external “enemies,” all the while failing to

see the network of dysfunctional relationships that bind our enemies

and ourselves together.

Atomistic  thinking  shapes  almost  all  management  actions.

Organizational performance is measured by adding up the perform-

ance of isolated “business units.” When there are difficulties, individ-

uals  are  fired or  individual  business  units  sold  off, with  no  account

taken  of  larger  systems  that  may  have  caused  the  problems—or 

the  consequences  for  know-how  embedded  in  the  social  networks

severed  by  the  changes.  A  veteran  senior  engineering  manager  of

a  former  Fortune  100  company  that  had  all  but  collapsed  had  a 

simple  explanation  for  its  unexpected  demise:  “One  reorganization

too many. After the last ‘reorg,’ the social networks collapsed. People

simply  did  not  know who  knew what  or  how  to  get  the  help  that 

they needed.”
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Measurement 

Ironically, a primary agent driving the ascent of fragmentation in sci-

ence and society is one of science’s greatest tools: measurement. Not

only  is quantitative measurement an  invaluable  tool of  the  scientific

method, it’s an indispensable aid to management discipline. But it can

easily  become  elevated  to  a  sweeping  generalization  about  reality.

When  this  happens,  people  start  to  believe  that  something  is “real”

only to the extent that it’s measurable. Managers know this assump-

tion as the familiar dictum “You can’t manage what you can’t meas-

ure,” or “People pay attention only to what gets measured.” 

Not only does overreliance on measurement doom modern socie-

ty to continuing to see a world of things rather than relationships, 

it also gives rise to the familiar dichotomy of the “hard stuff ” (what

can be measured)  versus  the “soft  stuff ”  (what  can’t  be measured). 

If what’s measurable is “more real,” it’s easy to relegate the soft stuff,

such as  the quality of  interpersonal  relationships  and people’s  sense 

of purpose in their work, to a secondary status. This is ironic because

the soft stuff is often the hardest to do well and the primary determi-

nant of success or failure. For example, engineers know  that the best

technical solutions often fail to be implemented, or are not successful

when they are, because of low trust and failed communication. 

The problem is not measurement per se. The problem is the loss of

balance between valuing what can be measured and what cannot, and

becoming  so dependent on quantitative measures  that  they displace

judgment  and  learning. When  this  happens,  you  see managers “dri-

ving” organizations to meet quantitative goals set at the top, with lit-

tle serious effort to build new capacities required to achieve sustain-

able levels of improved performance. The resulting “management by

fear,”  in  the  words  of  the  famous  quality  management  pioneer W.

Edwards  Deming,  pervades  modern  institutions,  from  businesses
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driven to meet Wall Street expectations to schools driven to improve

scores on standardized tests. 

As the physicist Fritjof Capra points out, it’s not possible to meas-

ure a relationship. A few leading management thinkers and organiza-

tions seem to have come to a similar understanding. The accounting

theorist and coinventor of activity-based costing (ABC), H. Thomas

Johnson,  says,  “Quantitative  thinking  originated  when  Galileo  pro-

posed  the  idea  of  studying  motion  as  a  concept  separate  from  the

object moving.”9

Quantifying  aspects  of  a  system  separate  from  the  system  as  a

whole  became  a  cornerstone  of  Western  science  and  eventually

Western management, where managers think nothing of setting arbi-

trary cost or production targets to drive change. Yet you cannot meas-

ure  velocity  or  profits  without  fragmenting  these measures  from  a

larger whole, something a handful of companies have come to under-

stand. For example, Toyota’s market capitalization exceeds the sum of

Ford’s, General Motors’, and DaimlerChrysler’s (and has for most of

the past two decades). Johnson shows that Toyota has no centralized

cost-accounting  system  that  enables  top managers  to  drive  “disem-

bodied  (cost)  targets.”  Instead,  its  superior  cost  and  financial  per-

formance  stems  from  “sophisticated  measurement  practices  imple-

mented locally where they can enable human judgment and learning

about the whole, rather than displace them.”10

Unbroken Wholeness

In short, the fundamental insight of twentieth-century physics has yet

to  penetrate  the  social world:  relationships are more fundamental than

things. “At  all  levels of  life,” writes Capra, “from the metabolic net-

works inside cells to the food webs of ecosystems and the networks of
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communications in human societies, the components of living systems

are inter-linked in network fashion.”11 While the slow acceptance of

this  idea  reflects  the  inevitable  delays  in  an  alternative worldview’s

gaining credibility, the evidence is mounting. Moreover, the extent of

the interrelatedness of nature may be far greater than almost anyone

might have imagined.  

In  a  lecture  at  University  College  in  London  in  the mid-1950s,

Bohm described an implication of the quantum theory and the idea for

an experiment that captivated a young physicist in the audience, J. S.

Bell. Bell worked out the theory more fully, as well as the means to

test it experimentally.12 The results of the experiment and its many

successors, demonstrating what’s now known in physics as “nonlocal-

ity,” have been called “one of the most shocking events in twentieth-

century science.”13

Bohm had predicted that when an atomic particle is split in two and

the spin of one portion of the split particle is altered, the spin of the

other portion would also change—instantaneously, regardless of the

distance that separated them! Years later Bohm wrote, “It is an infer-

ence from the quantum theory that events that are separated in space

and that are without possibility of connection through interaction are

correlated,  in  a way  that  it  can  be  shown  is  incapable  of  a  detailed

causal explanation.”14

Bell’s theorem and nonlocality reveal a level of interrelatedness that

defies  common  notions  of  cause  and  effect,  the  cornerstone  of  the

Newtonian world. Today, scientists are engaged in many experiments

to explore the extent to which such interdependence exists at more

“macroscopic” levels beyond atomic particles. 

For example, a recent study has shown that random number gen-

erators (RNGs) around the world behaved in highly nonrandom ways

on September 11, 2001. RNGs are computer programs that generate

numbers that meet statistical conditions for randomness, as required

for various research applications. They are shielded from electromag-
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netics,  telecommunications,  and  all  other  known  forces  that  could

cause systematic biases. In other words, these are computer programs

that are supposed to be insulated from all external influences and are

tested regularly to assure that this is so. An ongoing monitoring study

of  thirty-seven  RNGs  around  the  world  showed  the  extent  of  the

anomalous  behavior  on  September  11.  A  recent  report  in  the

Foundations of Physics Letters documents  an  abnormally  high  average

variance,  autocorrelation  (correlation  among  successive  numbers

generated by each program), and “internode” correlation (correlation

among the different programs) across this global network—on aver-

age, the probability of what was observed was less than one in a thou-

sand.  Moreover,  the  minute-by-minute  behavior  of  these  statistics

across  the  global  network matches  the  chronology  of  the  terrorist

attacks, with the non-random behavior starting around 5:00 A.M. and

peaking  around  11:00  A.M.,  Eastern  (U.S.)  daylight  time,  staying

extremely deviant into the evening. In the words of the authors, the

“substantial  deviations  from  chance  expectation”  on  September  11

have  potentially  “profound  theoretical  and  practical  implications.”

They conclude that “it is unlikely that [known] environmental factors

could  cause  the  correlations we  observe”  and  that,  barring  demon-

stration  to  the  contrary, “we  are  obliged  to  confront  the  possibility

that the measured correlations may be directly associated with some

(as yet poorly understood) aspect of consciousness attendant to glob-

al events.”15

Bell’s theorem and current research such as the RNG studies sug-

gest  an  interdependence  that  extends  beyond  the “external” world,

linking thought, emotion, and measurable phenomena, potentially on

even a global scale.16 This “unbroken wholeness,” as Bohm referred to

it, challenges a cornerstone doctrine of Western science, first articu-

lated by René Descartes more  than  three centuries ago. Concerned

that  science  had  to  escape  the  oversight  of  the  Church, which  had

imprisoned  pioneers  such  as  Galileo,  Descartes  said  that  science
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should concentrate itself totally on manifest or “extended” phenome-

non,  res extensa, and  leave aside any speculation or  investigation  into

inner  or “mental  phenomena,”  res cogens. While  scientists  eventually

achieved  a  rapprochement  with  the  Church,  the  Cartesian  split

between the inner and outer has shaped science ever since.

The Blind Spot

Victor Weisskopf, a member of the famed Manhattan Project and the

head  of  the  MIT  Physics  Department  for  many  years,  once  spoke

about  how  he  had  become  a  scientist.  “When  I  was  a  little  child  I

would  sit  under  the  piano  as  my  grandmother  played  Beethoven.

Though  it was very  long ago,  I can still  remember how I  felt as  the

music washed over me. That  is when  I  became  a  physicist.”  Similar

feelings of joy and connection and the curiosity they excite have led

many other people to become scientists, too. Unfortunately, the cul-

tivation  of  ever-richer  experiences  of  connection  is  limited  by  the

Cartesian disregard for the inner state of the scientist. 

“The blind spot of contemporary science,” says cognitive scientist

Francisco Varela, “is experience.”17 In our everyday lives, this means

living as “naïve realists,” taking our experience for granted, as if our

physical senses operate like a sort of camera recording separate exter-

nal objects. According to Varela and Humberto Maturana, an experi-

mental  biologist  and  architect  (along  with Varela)  of  the  Santiago

Theory of Cognition,  a  pioneering  theory of  the  biological  founda-

tions of perception, naïve realists operate as if “what we see is.”18 This

would appear to be less true for scientists, who do not rely on senso-

ry data so much as sophisticated instruments to see beyond the sens-

es. But great scientists are distinguished not by their instruments but

by their refined capacity to imaginatively examine the awareness their

196 Presence

www.irpublicpolicy.ir



 

instruments  enable. This  was  the  heart  of  Goethe’s method  for  a

more holistic  science—cultivation of  the capacity  to  see  the  living

phenomena  that  become  manifest  in  concrete  forms.  Einstein  is 

said to have claimed that “intuition was more important than IQ” and

that  he “never  discovered  anything with my  rational mind.” He was

famous  for his “gedanken (thought) experiments,” experiments based

on his remarkable  imaginative capabilities. His basic  insights  leading 

to  relativity  theory,  he  said,  had  been  discovered  imagining  himself

“traveling  on  a  light  beam.”  Maturana  says  that  “love,  allowing 

the other to be a  legitimate other,  is  the only emotion that expands

intelligence.”

When  people  encounter  stories  such  as Weisskopf’s  experience

with music, or hear physicists such as Bohm talk of “separation with-

out separateness” or Einstein talk of  intuition, or a biologist such as

Maturana speak of love, they may easily dismiss what they hear as “phi-

losophizing.” But to do so misses an essential point: these views of the

world and of life directly reflect their understanding as scientists. For

Weisskopf, real understanding was as much in the body and emotions

as in the head, and the strange world of quarks, mesons, and Z-bosons

of modern physics had to be “felt” as much as “thought.” Bohm’s fun-

damental  theoretical  contribution  concerned  “the  wholeness  of

nature”  and  the  continual  interplay  of  the  “explicate  (or  manifest)

order” with a subtler “implicate order,” where awareness, space, and

time are all interdependent. For Einstein, the universe seemed to be

telling  us  one  overarching  truth,  the  truth  of  infinite  interdepend-

ence. Maturana’s understanding of perception centers on the fact that

we’re not passive observers of an external world; rather, we know our

world  through  interacting  with  it,  and  our  emotions  can  limit  or

enrich  that  interaction.  In  short,  these  statements  reflect  scientists

crossing  the  epistemological  divide  between  subject  and  object  to

address the “blind spot” of which Varela speaks.
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A Reflexive Science of Living Systems

Another sign of an emerging integrative worldview in science are the

new  conceptual  frameworks  that  integrate  fragmented  academic

fields. “Complexity theory is really a movement of the sciences,” says

the economist Brian Arthur. “The movement that started complexity

asks, How do things assemble themselves? Complexity looks at inter-

acting elements and asks how they form patterns and how the patterns

unfold, patterns [that] may never be finished [because] they’re open-

ended.  This  caused  some  negative  reactions:  traditional  science 

doesn’t like  perpetual  novelty.  Newtonian  laws  are  supposed  to  be

unchanging. But anything complicated and interactive seems to unfold

and develop new structures.” 

The aim for a more integrative science may be to understand living

systems.  Capra  proposes  a  synthesis  of  diverse  developments  in

physics, chemistry, and biology that identifies three basic characteris-

tics of living systems: they create themselves (“autopoeisis”); they gen-

erate new patterns of organizing, or “self-organize,” in ways that could

not be predicted from their past (“emergence”); and they’re aware, in

the  sense  of  interacting  effectively with  their  environment  (“cogni-

tion”).19 In  developing  this  synthesis,  Capra  draws  on  the work  of

many leading scientists, including Maturana and Varela, for an under-

standing  of  self-creating  and  awareness,  and on  the Nobel Laureate

chemist Ilya Prigogine’s theory of emergent patterns of organization

in chemical reactions. 

Biologist  Rupert  Sheldrake’s  theory  of  “morphic  fields”  focuses

specifically on the innate potential of living systems to evolve. When

Otto interviewed him in 1999, Sheldrake said, “My interest in these

ideas first developed while I was doing research on the development

of plants at Cambridge University, asking questions about what biolo-

gists call morphogenesis, the coming  into being of  form.” Sheldrake

was especially interested in the variety of forms that arise from sim-
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ple origins: “How do plants grow from simple embryos into the char-

acteristic form of their species? How do their flowers develop in such

different ways?” The reductionist approach to the problem is to say that

all  morphogenesis  is  genetically  programmed. Yet,  Sheldrake won-

dered, if all the cells have the same genetic programming, how do they

develop so differently? This question eventually drove him to imagine

a  radical  alternative:  that  invisible  blueprints  he  called  “morphic

fields” underlie  the  form of growing organisms. For “self-organizing

systems at all levels of complexity, there is a wholeness that depends

on a characteristic organizing field of that system. Each self-organiz-

ing system is a whole made up of parts, which are themselves whole

at a lower level. At each level, the morphic field gives each whole its

characteristic properties and makes it more than the sum of its parts.”

Sheldrake believes that the morphic fields of living systems them-

selves evolve, a process he calls “morphic resonance,” whereby every

embodiment of a living system simultaneously contributes to a larger

morphic field and to its evolution. “Any given morphic system, say a

giraffe embryo, ‘tunes in’ to previous similar systems, in this case pre-

vious developing giraffes. Through this process, each individual giraffe

draws upon, and in turn contributes to, a collective pool of memory

of  its  species.” He draws  a  parallel  to  the psychologist C. G.  Jung’s

“collective unconscious”: for humans, “morphic fields extend beyond

the brain into the environment, linking us to the objects of our per-

ception,” making us,  individually and collectively, “capable of affect-

ing” our larger world “through our intention and attention.” 

The  logical extension of  such views  is  to  think of  the entire uni-

verse as a living, emergent system, transcending the traditional scien-

tific split between the “physical” and “life” sciences. One of the most

comprehensive attempts at an integrative theory of an emergent uni-

verse was  Bohm’s  “implicate  order.”  In  their meeting  in  London  in

1980, Bohm told Joseph that the implicate order is a language rather

than “a description of  reality.” Moreover,  it’s  a  language where “you
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can’t associate each word with a thing.” Such association, he explained,

is how fragmentation arises, such as when we attach a noun label to an

aspect  of  our  awareness  and  it  immediately  becomes  separate  and

fixed  in our minds.  In  the  language of  the  implicate order, meaning

comes from “the whole . . .  like  in music [where] you can’t say one

note means anything . . . [or] an impressionist painting [where] when

you  step  back,  you  see  a  picture,  but  there  is  no  correspondence

between  the  spots of paint  and what you  see  in  the picture.”20 The

explicate order—in Bohm’s analogy,  the  individual notes or dots of

color—is manifested in physical reality, but inextricably connected to

the  implicate  order,  the  underlying whole—the  concerto  or  paint-

ing—out of which they arise. Henri Bortoft, the physicist who helped

us understand Goethe’s science, was a former student and colleague

of David Bohm, and the subtle observational capacities he explained

as being necessary to appreciate living systems—what he called “exact

sensorial  imagination”—seem vital to appreciating Bohm’s implicate

order as well. The basic challenge of understanding Bohm’s theory is

that it is not about an external reality called “the implicate order” so

much as it  is about a way that we can be in the world that reveals a

deeper level of interdependence. This is why, beyond its mathematics,

the theory defies didactic description in a noun-verb language such as

English. The theory of the implicate order is by its nature reflexive:

beyond a certain point, the only way to evoke a sense of the theory is

through personal experiences, especially those experiences when the

mind becomes still.

Many years ago, Peter had an experience in midwinter in northern

Maine  that  left  a  lasting  impression  about  the  implicate order. One

morning he skied about a mile out onto a frozen lake. It was a calm,

beautiful morning, and the sun was just rising. He sat on a rock along

the shore of a small island looking across the windblown snow on the

lake toward the mountains in the distance. 

“It was very quiet, and my mind was  so  still  that  I  found, after a
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while, that I had to actually make an effort to form a thought. After a

while I gave up and just sat there. Suddenly, I saw that the shape the

wind had made in the snow was identical to the shape it had made on

those mountains. I did not think this thought—I saw this directly. The

two were the same.  In that  instant, my sense of  time changed com-

pletely. One pattern had been formed in two or three days, and one

in two or three hundred million years. Yet they were exactly the same,

both  arising  out  of  the  same  implicate  or  generative  order.  In  that

moment, my normal experience of space and time vanished, and with

it my normal experience of being outside nature.”

Undoubtedly, many “radical” integral theories such as the implicate

order and morphic fields will be found to be incomplete and perhaps

even  significantly  flawed. But  they do  illustrate  how  scientists  from

diverse fields are thinking seriously today in ways that promise to rev-

olutionize how we understand a systemic, living world. Perhaps more

important,  these  understandings  cannot  be  put  into  the  old  box  of

abstract  statements  about  an  “objective”  universe.  Appreciating  the

universe as an emergent living phenomenon can be done only “from

the inside,” through cultivating the capacity to understand the living

world and ourselves as an interconnected whole. This starts the jour-

ney toward a science, as Eleanor Rosch put  it, “performed with the

mind of wisdom.”

Science Performed with the Mind of Wisdom

Perhaps the defining feature of such a science will be that it enhances

life. “I  chose biology because  I  loved  animals,”  Sheldrake  told Otto.

“But I soon realized that the kind of biology I learned involved killing

everything and cutting it up. Ever since, I’ve been driven by the ques-

tion, What would it take to develop a science that enhances life?” 

Such a science will, by its nature, be developmental. The physicist
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Arthur  Zajonc  is  a  leading  scholar  of  how  scientific  understanding

evolves with  different  levels  of  awareness.21 For Zajonc,  in  a more

integral science, “the theme of human development is an essential fea-

ture of . . . scientific investigation.”22 Zajonc means human develop-

ment in a broad sense, not just the intellectual development characteris-

tic  of  current  scientific  training.  For  example,  the  capacity  to  observe

starts with  learning how  to “remain with  the phenomenon  as  the pri-

mary source of cognition,” which in turn requires “development of the

mind-body  system  in ways  that Western  education  has  largely  neg-

lected.” Zajonc’s studies of light led him to discover Goethe’s theories

of color and view of developmental science—expressed beautifully in

Goethe’s simple statement “Every object well contemplated opens up

a new organ within us.”23 In other words, in order to develop a sci-

ence that enhances life, we must become more alive.

But as Zajonc, Rosch, and many others have told us, this  is not a

matter  just of method but of  intent. Rose von Thater-Braan, one of

the organizers of an integrative learning center for the study of indige-

nous  knowledge  and  native  science24 says,  “The  many  differences

between  native  science  and Western  science  start  with  intent. The

common  purpose  that  drives modern Western  science  is  to  under-

stand  nature  in  order  to  better  control—some would  say  commodi-

fy—nature.” By contrast, in native science, “The fundamental intent is

to  become more  human  and  to  learn  how  to  live  in  harmony with

nature and with one another. Native scientists may invent technologies 

to make  their  life  easier,  but  these  are  always  secondary  to  human

development.”25

Many of the scientists cited above have spoken powerfully regard-

ing the type of intent needed to give rise to a more integral science.

For Bohm, the imperative is to evolve our awareness, so that it might

naturally become more whole, more in line with our connectedness

to the world. Without such awareness we’re blind to the impact of our

current ways of thinking. “Thought,” as Bohm often said, “creates the
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world  and  then  says, ‘I  didn’t  do  it.’” Einstein  spoke of  the “optical

delusion of our consciousness,” whereby we experience ourselves “as

something  separate  from  the  rest.” “Our  task,”  he  said, “must  be  to

widen our circle of compassion to embrace all living creatures and the

whole of nature in its beauty.”26 Maturana’s work embodies his com-

mitment to “a manner of co-existence in which love, mutual respect,

honesty,  and  social  responsibility  arise  spontaneously  from  living

instant after instant.”27 He says that we become more human through

realizing  “that we  do  not  see  the world  as  it  is  but  as we  are”  and

reminds  us  that  “no  human  being  has  a  privileged  view  of  reality.”

When we forget our contingent view of reality, we lose our capacity

to live together; as Maturana says, when one person or group asserts

that only they see “what is really going on,” they are actually making a

“demand for obedience.”

Our Faustian Bargain: Shifting the Burden to Modern
Science and Technology

The intention driving mainstream science cannot be addressed sepa-

rately from the imperative to apply scientific know-how to create new

technology.  Science  and  technology  together  create  the  reinforcing

engine that drives the modern world.

As we all know, our society relies on the power that comes from

technology. It is this power that has reshaped the world and continues

to do so. It is this power that holds the promise for great benefit—and

unprecedented destruction. It is this power that drives wealth creation

and the economic incentives for research and development. And it is

this power that preserves a status quo that undermines human devel-

opment in ways that few of us see.  

No matter how exciting a more integral science might be, little is

likely to change until we understand the forces that have  led to our
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dependence on modern technology and the part we all play in main-

taining those forces. It is not just the desire for power that drives mod-

ern technology. It is the fear that we cannot live without it.

In the fall of 2001, just after September 11, Peter gave a presenta-

tion at  the annual Systems Thinking  in Action conference, where “a

picture that had been kicking around in the back of my head for years

suddenly  became  clear. The  extraordinary  events  and  the  group  of

people who had managed to travel from around the world to convene

catalyzed one of those ‘blinding flashes of the obvious.’ I realized that

our  growing  reliance  on  modern  science  and  technology  and  our

growing  sense  of  disconnection  and  powerlessness  both  arose  from

the same underlying ‘shifting-the-burden’ dynamic.” 

“Shifting the burden” is an archetypal systemic structure that arises

when people act to ameliorate the symptoms of a problem and end up

becoming  more  and  more  dependent  on  these  “symptomatic  solu-

tions.” For example,  taking  two aspirin  to  relieve  a headache  seems

innocent enough and indeed may be perfectly appropriate. But what

if the source of the headaches is stress from work and family commit-

ments that simply exceed your capacity? In that case, the “successful”

medical intervention may actually mask a deeper problem. Not facing

the  real  problem may  cause  it  to  get worse:  continuing  to  take  on

more work will  increase  the  stress  and  eventually make  ever more

powerful  drugs  necessary.  After  a  while,  you  can’t  imagine  coping

with  your  intense  lifestyle  without  regular  medication;  you  have

“shifted  the  burden”  to  what  was  initially  seen  as  a  onetime  fix,

headache relief. If this pattern is not corrected, eventually you do not

have just an overwork problem, you have a drug addiction problem.

Indeed, the overwork problem may be forgotten as the difficulties of

coping with your addiction intensify.

Shifting-the-burden dynamics can arise whenever people face diffi-

cult  problems  and  there’s  a  difference  between  “symptomatic”  and

“fundamental” solutions.28 Symptomatic solutions are “quick fixes”—
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like taking an aspirin—that address the symptoms of a problem with-

out dealing with deeper causes and more fundamental solutions—like

reducing  overcommitment.  Shifting-the-burden  dynamics  recur  in

diverse situations, but they always follow the same systemic pattern.

The  symptoms  of  the  problem  can  be  addressed  either  through  a

symptomatic solution or a fundamental solution. Only the latter will

relieve the symptom by addressing its underlying causes. This simple

systemic  structure  gives  rise  to  shifting-the-burden  behavior  over

time when we opt for the symptomatic solution and stop there. The

symptomatic  solution,  two  aspirin,  relieves  the  problem  symptom,

the headache. But this short-term improvement reduces the perceived

need for a more fundamental solution—reducing overcommitment.

As  the  fundamental  sources  of  the  problem  are  ignored,  symptoms

(the  headaches)  get  worse,  the  symptomatic  solutions  get  more

intense (we use increasingly powerful drugs) and the ability to address

fundamental  causes  of  the  problem  atrophies.  Finally,  increasing

reliance  on  symptomatic  solutions  usually  brings  unintended  side

effects, like health problems which demand more attention.  
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We tend to think of addiction as a personal problem. But the shift-

ing-the-burden dynamic shows that it’s actually a systemic phenome-

non that recurs at many levels. Just as people can become addicted to

prescription drugs, alcohol, or cigarettes, companies become addict-

ed to cost cutting to improve profits, governments become addicted

to  lotteries  to  raise  revenues,  and  the agriculture  industry becomes

addicted to pesticides and chemical fertilizers to improve crop yields.

Shifting the burden is one of the most common and insidious patterns

in a modern  society  that demands quick  solutions  to difficult prob-

lems. Because it’s so common, the shifting-the-burden dynamic typi-

cally goes unnoticed. Individuals and institutions fail to see how their

capacities for fundamental solutions are eroding until the dependency

and side effects build to overwhelming proportions, eventually lead-

ing to unavoidable breakdowns.  

Western  culture’s  growing  reliance on  reductionistic  science  and

technology over the past two hundred years fits the shifting-the-bur-

den dynamic  remarkably well,  revealing  a play of  forces  that  create

growing  technological  power  and  diminishing  human  development

and wisdom. The picture that Peter drew for the conference attendees

that morning  started with  the  innate  human drive  to  influence  our

lives, to make things “better” or in some way more in line with what

we care about.  This “desire for efficacy” might be the desire to help a

sick child, to solve a pressing problem, or to feel secure. One basic

way to expand our efficacy is through modern science and technolo-

gy.  But  another  is  through  integrated  (emotional, mental,  physical,

and spiritual) growth and enhanced wisdom. This means growing in

our sense of connection with nature and with one another and learn-

ing to live in ways that naturally cultivate our capacity to be human. 

The two approaches are not mutually exclusive, but it’s easy to shift

the burden to technological solutions and thereby lose sight of devel-

oping our own capacities. So we use hand calculators and forget arith-

metic. We rely on our cars to take us everywhere and lose the joy of
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walking. We relieve the symptoms of an illness through modern med-

icine without learning how to heal ourselves. We buy a larger car in

order to feel more secure instead of learning how to understand one

another and create personal security for one another. Most of us have

little idea of our capacity to create the qualities we truly value in liv-

ing, because our culture has encouraged shifting the burden away from

this  sort of knowledge  for a very  long  time. By giving us perceived

power, modern technology reduces the felt need to cultivate our own
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sources of power. After a while, power through our technology is all

that we know.

There  is  nothing  inherently wrong with  technology:  advances  in

technology  can  further our understanding of  the nature of  the uni-

verse as well as enrich our lives. But like many shifting-the-burden sit-

uations,  the  dangerous  aspect  of  our  growing  reliance  on  modern

technology  is  the way  it  distracts  attention  from more  fundamental

sources of progress. The growing gap between  technological power

and wisdom arises not from technological progress alone but from the

way  it  interacts with more  integrative human development.  After a

while, the very need for such development is all but forgotten. Today,

we basically define progress by new developments in technology rather

than by any broader notion of  advance  in well-being. Thus,  the ever-

widening gap between our wisdom and our power is not accidental or

due to bad luck. It arises from a basic structure we enact in modern

society. It will continue to get worse until we see this structure. 

Seeing  is  getting  harder  because  one  of  the  most  insidious  side

effects of our reliance on a fragmented science and technology is the

increasing  complexity  of  our  social  and  environmental  challenges.

Historically, human beings faced a very different world of social and

environmental issues. If we polluted the local river, the results were

right there for all to see. Either we cleaned it up, or we all suffered

the consequences. If we were unable to get along with our neighbors,

the conflict was between us. Our problems, however severe, were rel-

atively local, close in time and space to where we lived. 

But  today,  many  of  the  negative  social  and  environmental  side

effects of actions manifest on the other side of the world. A corporate

decision made on one side of the world can literally change lives on

the other side. This is true for countries as well. The way we live in

the U.S., for example, affects people around the world. We have great

difficulty  seeing  these effects. Then when people  in other countries

oppose or challenge us, we have great difficulty understanding their
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actions. This is the technical definition of complexity in systems think-

ing, when cause and effect are no longer close in time and space. As

complexity  increases,  the need  for wisdom grows, even as our wis-

dom atrophies.

We have two basic options if we truly want to reverse the growing

gap between our power and our wisdom. One is to somehow stop or

limit the expansion of technology. Such a strategy has been advocated

by many who stand up to fight technological progress and its applica-

tion through global economic growth. The other is to strengthen our

fundamental response—to find ways that  lead to  increasing reliance

on enhancing human development and wisdom. The highest leverage

will come from strategies that inherently do both. The emerging inte-

gral  science  has  this  potential:  to  expand  practical  know-how  and

human  development  as  two  aspects  of  the  same  process. While  it

would be naïve to assume that such a science will simply displace the

present fragmented science, it’s safe to say that without such a devel-

opment, the likelihood of reversing the shifting-the-burden dynamic

is low. 

Perhaps most important, this scientific revolution is not just about

the “scientists” but about all of us. 

A New Path

“Mind and world are not separate,” said Rosch. “Mind and world are

aspects  of  the  same  underlying  field.  .  .  .  Since  the  subjective  and

objective aspects of experience arise together as different poles of the

same act of cognition, they’re already joined at their inception. . . . If

the senses don’t actually perceive the world, if they are instead par-

ticipating parts of the mind-world whole, a radical reunderstanding of

perception is necessary.” 

Bringing  this  new  understanding  of  perception  into  day-to-day
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work led Greg Merten, general manager of Hewlett-Packard’s Ink Jet

Supplies  Operations,  to  host  a  series  of  several-day  seminars  with

Humberto  Maturana.  The  rationale  for  confronting  practical  engi-

neers and managers with seemingly esoteric subjects such as the “biol-

ogy of  cognition”  and  the “biology of  love” was obvious  to Merten.

“HP prospered historically because it had a set of guiding values that

expressed a way of being in the world that our founders, Dave Packard

and Bill Hewlett, simply lived. As the company grew, we lost sight of

how  to  conserve  those  values  at  the  top.  Training  for  executives

focused  on  learning  about  the  business  rather  than  learning  about

one’s effectiveness  in relationship with others on behalf of  the busi-

ness. We became more of a ‘business’ rather than a human communi-

ty. Why should it be surprising that being a human community hinges

on understanding humanness?

“When I say, ‘We see the world not as it is but as we are,’ I’m offer-

ing  it  as  a  timeless  leadership  lesson  consistent  with  Humberto’s

groundbreaking work in the biology of cognition. We all tend to think

of ourselves as objective observers, but none of us are. If I want to see

things change ‘out there,’ first I need to see change ‘in here.’ 

“At the heart of the challenge facing HP—and lots of other busi-

nesses—is  the  way  information moves  around  the  world.  In  order 

to grow in line with our business, new ways of experiencing informa-

tion will be needed. When Humberto says that ‘love is the only emo-

tion that expands intelligence,’ it reminds us that legitimacy and trust

are crucial for the free flow of information and for how information

gets  transformed  into  value. We  will  need  to  use  the  heart  more,

which  means  the  quality  of  our  being  and  relationships  with  one

another become more and more central in allowing an organization to

flourish.”

Seeing the emerging whole can start from many places: from the

outlines  of  a  new,  more  integral  science,  the  imperative  to  work

together differently,  or  the  evolution of  spirituality.  In Hong Kong,
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Master Nan said, “What has been lacking in the twentieth century is a

central  cultural  thought  that would unify  all  these  things: economy,

technology, ecology, society, matter, mind, and spirituality. There are

no great philosophers or great thinkers who’ve been able to develop

the thinking that unifies all these questions.” The decline in integrative

awareness and thinking has been replaced by a focus on business and

making money as a default common aim. When Otto told Master Nan

he thought human culture was on the verge of a new spiritual aware-

ness, Nan agreed but said that it might not develop as most expect. It

“will be a different spiritual route from that of the past, either in the

East or West. It will be a new spiritual path.

“As early  as  the  forties, many Westerners began  seeking  spiritual

liberation through Hinayana Buddhism, Mahayana Buddhism, Tantric

Buddhism, and meditation. But  they haven’t gotten  into  the center:

What is human nature? Where does life come from? What is life for?

“What was important for the ancient leaders of China—to develop

a  culture  that  respected  these  questions—is  important  again  today.

But the future will also be different because of the progress of the past

several hundred years. It’s timely that the old theories be reexamined

and combined with science. They should not be believed in rigidly.”

The  tendency  of  our  interviewees  to  focus  primarily  on  either

moving  down or  up  the U  bears  out  this  absence  of  an  integrating

thought.  Scientists—such  as Varela, Rosch,  and Bortoft—probe  the

deeper  processes  of  observation.  “People  of  action”—such  as

Hanauer, Webber, Posely, and Kao—offer compelling accounts of the

deeper dimensions of creating. But the key lies in transforming both

our capacity to see and our capacity to create. In effect, the U theory

suggests that the central integrating thought of which Nan speaks will

emerge from building three integrated capacities: a new capacity for

observing  that  no  longer  fragments  the  observer  from  what’s

observed; a new capacity for stillness that no longer fragments who

we really are from what’s emerging; and a new capacity for creating
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alternative realities that no longer fragments the wisdom of the head,

heart, and hand. Or, as Otto puts it, “What’s emerging is a new syn-

thesis of science, spirituality, and leadership as different facets of a sin-

gle way of being.”

The inventor Buckminster Fuller used to say that all of us are sci-

entists; in other words, we all have the capacity for primary knowing,

for seeing the generative processes of life. Today we’ve put science on

a  pedestal, where  it  occupies  a  position  similar  to  that  of  religious

institutions in the past. Scientists have become people who tell us how

things “really” are, and most of us have become passive recipients of

their knowledge. 

Fuller had a very different view. For him, science was “putting the

data of your experience in order.” He believed that the future lay in

cultivating the scientist in all of us. If science is an unfinished project,

the next stage will be about reconnecting and integrating the rigor of

scientific method with the richness of direct experience to produce a

science that will serve to connect us to one another, ourselves, and the

world.
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15.   

Presence

January 2002

It was midwinter before the four of us were all together again, sit-ting in a circle in Otto’s study on Maple Avenue. Just over a year

had passed since our first meeting, but in many ways it felt like 

a lifetime.

�
“So much has happened over the last year that when I look back to our

first meeting, it seems as if we’re living in a different world today,” said

Betty Sue. “People are more aware of the dangers we face and perhaps

more  receptive  to  the  issues  underlying  the  requiem  scenario.  But

ever since Joseph asked, ‘What will  it  take  to shift  the whole?,’  I’ve
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been wondering: if shifting the whole requires deep change on a scale

that most of us have never experienced, are we ready for this kind of

change?” 

“Jiro  Nonaka,  who  coauthored  The Knowledge-Creating Company,

calls this ‘a time of clashing forces,’1 and I’d have to agree,” said Peter.

“It’s a time of extraordinary crosscurrents. Things are getting better,

and  things  are getting worse. On  the one hand, people  seem much

more open to talking about large-scale issues that have no simple solu-

tions,  like  those  the  Marblehead  group  identified,  and  more  large

organizations are working seriously to address them. But most of the

problems eliciting these responses are getting worse, and there seems

to  be  more  and  more  of  a  backlash  to  maintain  the  status  quo.

Traditional  mind-sets  and  institutional  priorities  are  under  great

threat,  and  they’re  fighting  to  preserve  themselves—which,  if  you

think about it, is exactly what you would expect in times of epochal

change.”

“I always worry about the temptation to seek a simple story in fear-

ful times like these,” said Betty Sue. “Simple stories of good guys and

bad guys may ease our anxiety in the short term, but oversimplifying

is exactly what we don’t need right now.” 

Peter  nodded.  “The  rise  of  fundamentalism  around  the  world  is

part of the backlash to preserve the status quo. Someone in a recent

SoL  program  said, ‘I  worry  much  more  today  about  unquestioned

answers  than  about  unanswered  questions.’  Whether  religious  or

political, fundamentalism allows us to avoid deeper issues and the real

need to listen to one another.”

“The  irony  is  that  thanks  to our global media we all witness dra-

matic  events  virtually  simultaneously,”  said  Betty  Sue.  “But  even

though we  receive  the  same  images, we don’t  experience  the  same

thing. What many Americans see in events like September 11, or in

the conflicts in the Middle East or Africa, is very different from what

many Europeans or Arabs or Asians see. If anything, these common
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images  highlight  the  deeper  differences  in  our  worldviews.  I  think

people are increasingly aware of these differences, and that awareness

raises our anxiety level even further.”

“It’s almost as if we’re living in a split world,” said Otto. “Plus, the

clashing forces Nonaka talks about show up personally, as well as pub-

licly.  On  the  one  hand,  many  people  are  experiencing  a  profound

opening. But we’re also experiencing a buildup of pressure, tension,

and  anxiety. Time  is  speeding up. The people  and organizations we

work with are just like me, struggling to simultaneously speed up and

slow down. As the need for reflection and deeper learning grows, the

pressures against that need being fulfilled grow too.”

“But  the  opening  is  occurring,  and  if  anything,  our most  recent

sensing  interviews  and  projects  in  places  like Guatemala  and  South

Africa  show  that  those  people  on  the  periphery  of  the  first-world

mainstream society are most open,” said Joseph. 

“Something seems to be shifting,” said Betty Sue. “But the changes

are subtle and probably fragile.” 

“Very  fragile,”  Joseph concurred. “Many of our  interviewees over

the past  five  years  talked  about profound personal  experiences  that

altered  their worldview and then said  that  they’d never  told anyone

else what they told us. The opening that is occurring is disorienting,

and people can easily feel alone.”

“Do  you  remember  the movie  The Shawshank Redemption?”  asked

Peter. “There was a very poignant part of the story where a man who

had been in prison for most of his life finally gets released at the age

of  seventy or  so. But he has no way  to  live  in  the world outside of

prison, and he ends up committing suicide. I believe that little story is

a lesson for all of us. It reminds us of the difficulties of adjusting to a

reality  that  differs  from  the  world  that’s  familiar  and  comfortable,

even  if  that  reality  is one where we’re ‘free’  and  aligns much more

with what we truly value. 

“I think our culture’s dominant story is a kind of prison. It’s a story
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of  separation—from one  another,  from nature,  and ultimately  even

from ourselves. In extraordinary moments—like Otto’s fire story or

Joseph’s experience in Baja—we break out of the story. We encounter

a world of being one with ourselves, others, nature, and life in a very

direct way. It’s beautiful and awe-inspiring. It shifts our awareness of

our world and ourselves in radical ways. It brings a great sense of hope

and possibility but also great uncertainty. It can also be hard suddenly

finding ourselves outside  the story  that has organized our  life up to

that point. It’s wonderful to be free, but also terrifying.

“I think our interviews show that more and more people are get-

ting out of ‘prison’ today, and many, like young people and those out-

side  the Western mainstream, were never  fully  in  the prison  in  the

first place.” 

“The whole situation is exactly what Plato described in the allego-

ry of the cave,” said Otto. “If you have been living all your life in a cave,

looking at shadows moving across the wall, suddenly finding yourself

outside can be blinding.”

“Speaking from firsthand experience, that allegory is more than just

an interesting story,” said Peter. “Our culture’s dominant story is not

something external, it’s part of us, and it’s certainly part of me. The

pressures to pull myself back into the cave or prison, to go back to my

habitual ways of living, can be overwhelming sometimes. 

“There’s an old saying in Buddhism, ‘There’s nothing more difficult

than changing yourself.’  It’s one thing to have momentary transcen-

dent experiences, to be outside the prison or cave, but it’s another to

stabilize  the awareness  they bring. But going back  into  the cave can

also  be  painful,  because  you  no  longer  quite  fit  there. You’re  now

aware of real limitations in your traditional way of living. So you can

feel caught between two worlds. Part of you wants to flee the sunlight

and return to the cave, but you are also more and more out of sync

with life in the cave.”

“It  makes  me  wonder  whether  the  most  important  part  of  the
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interviews  is  simply helping people  see  that  they’re not  alone,”  said

Betty Sue. 

“People really want to tell their story,” Otto agreed. “But they often

fear being seen as part of some weird minority. They may not know

that many people are having experiences much deeper than the main-

stream worldview can account for.” 

“The cultural historian Thomas Berry says that the primary prob-

lem of the present era is that we’re ‘in between stories’,” said Peter.

“Berry  says  the  old  story  that  bound Western  culture,  the  story  of

reductionistic  science and redemptive  religion,  is breaking down.  It

simply  no  longer  explains  the  world  we  are  experiencing  or  the

changes that confront us.”2

“Maybe more people are wandering outside the cave than we real-

ize, or at least getting close to its edge,” said Betty Sue. “At the heart

of a culture’s dominant  story sit core myths, and these myths  shape

how we make sense of the world. In addition to reductionistic science

and redemptive religion, other core myths are breaking down—like

the story of the ‘hero.’ We can no longer simply wait around for a great

leader to come along and save us. While many people might still be

hoping for this, I think fewer and fewer believe it will happen. And the

economic myth we’ve been in for most of the past century isn’t serv-

ing us well either. I think people are waking up to the inadequacies of

the  economic  myth—they’re  questioning  whether  short-term  self-

interest will solve our problems.”

“These are the stories that defined life in the cave,” said Peter, “dif-

ferent threads of the story of separation. But outside the cave we don’t

yet have a new story that’s clear enough, simple enough, and widely

understood enough to serve a new community of thought. I think we

are trapped between stories.”

“David Bohm said that his  theory of the  implicate order was  first

and foremost a language, a new way of thinking and talking together,”

noted Joseph. “Maybe the first need is not for a new story. It takes a
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long time to develop a new dominant story in a culture. Perhaps what

we need now is a new language with which we can start to think and

talk coherently about these things.”

“Maybe  that’s  what we’re  doing with  this  theory  of  the U,”  said

Betty Sue. “We’re trying to develop a language that can help people

think and talk together about how the whole can shift. We know so

much about the problems of the world today that it’s easy to fall into

fear and denial. What we need  is a  language of hope and possibility

that’s grounded in ideas and experiences emerging from innovators in

science, business, and communities. 

“So if people need a language with which to think and talk about a

different way  of  being  in  the world,  and  if  we  think  the U  theory

might provide such a language, where are we now?” 

“The  basic  ideas  have  become much  clearer  to me  over  the  past

year,” said Peter. “The movement down the U, transforming our habit-

ual ways of  seeing, describes a clear progression that  I  think people

can understand. Likewise, moving up the U, transforming the source

of  our  awareness,  is  certainly  familiar  to  entrepreneurs  in  all

domains.”

“And the insights of people like Rosch, Webber, Ray, Bortoft, Rao,

Hock and Varela have given us a much more precise way to describe

the  capacities  and  subtle  distinctions  involved  in  both movements,”

said Otto. 

“I’ve  found  that  real  understanding  comes  for  many  people  we

work with  if  they can remember a  time when they’ve  truly  surren-

dered to their commitment,” said Joseph. “Once they’ve experienced

the periods of  synchronicity  that  follow,  they’re  left with  a burning

question as to how to bring this about again more reliably. 

“Clearly,  people  relate  to  the  U  theory  in  different  ways.  Some

appreciate the distinct capacities in moving down and then up the U.

Others just seem to grasp the whole of it and aren’t really interested

in the different capacities and aspects. Others respond to the idea of
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seeing with the heart and opening up to something beyond yourself,

and to spontaneous action in support of the whole.”

“In my experience,  the part  that people  struggle most  to under-

stand,” said Betty Sue, “is the bottom of the U—presencing.”

“Yes, that is really is the ‘heart of the heart,’ as Eleanor Rosch puts

it,” said Peter. “It’s the essence of the whole theory, and perhaps what

we really may be discovering about shifting the whole.”

“The mystery at the bottom of the U . . . ,” said Betty Sue slowly.

“In the end, it may be impossible to give a very complete explanation

of it. Some things are beyond human comprehension, and it’s actually

unwise—some would say irreverent—to try to analyze them too far.”

“Why irreverent?” asked Joseph.
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“In the sense that to be reverent is to be humble in the face of ‘the

gods’—something larger than your mind can encompass.”

“Maybe this is as it should be,” said Peter. “I agree that it would be

unwise to boil it down into an ‘official account.’ But I think that our

experiences  and ways  of  thinking  about  presencing  are  different  in

subtle ways, and it would be useful to tease out these differences. 

“What do we mean by ‘presencing’ and the capacity to have a dif-

ferent relationship to the future? In particular, Joseph and Otto, you

often talk about becoming aware of ‘a future seeking to emerge.’ This

seems to imply that the future has intentionality, which is not some-

thing that most people would readily connect with. Is this consistent

with your experience?”

“Yes, I think so,” said Joseph. 

“My view may be a little different,” said Otto. “To me, presencing

is about ‘pre-sensing’ and bringing into presence—and into the pres-

ent—your highest future potential.  It’s not  just ‘the future’  in some

abstract sense but my own highest future possibility as a human being.”

“What  about  the  implied  intentionality  in  the  phrase ‘seeking  to

emerge’?” asked Peter. “How do you see  that? Do you mean  there’s

something out there called a ‘future potential’  that wants to become

present?” 

“Yes,” said Otto, “but it’s a level of reality that’s not exterior to or

separate from our highest self—what Michael Ray called ‘your Self,’

with a capital S. I’m not thinking about a separate future, something

‘out there’ that calls to me. That would be just like seeing my current

reality ‘out there’—another dualistic ‘subject-object’ perception. At

the bottom of the U, this sort of dualism no longer exists. 

“The key  is  that  your highest  future possibility  is  related  to your

own highest purpose or intention. It’s more an intention you build for

yourself, for your life, perhaps even before you are born.”

“Do you mean this  intention develops prior  to  this  lifetime, over

several reincarnations or embodiments?” asked Peter.
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“Well, to me, it’s a legitimate question,” said Otto. “It goes beyond

my conscious experience, but I think it’s a perfectly legitimate hypo-

thetical  lens  to  use  for  looking  at  things. We must  remember  that

probably half the people in the world do believe in reincarnation. It’s

just not a notion that’s part of our Western, materialistic culture.”

“In other words, we shouldn’t reject it automatically,” said Peter.

“Right,”  said Otto. “The  important point  is  that  in  exploring  this

future potential, you aren’t exploring a future someone else has writ-

ten  for  you.  It’s  more  intimately  connected  with  your  evolving,

authentic Self—who you really are. It’s much more fluid, more open,

more in dialogue with you. And yet, at its core, it’s connected to the

alien part within ourselves that Ohashi was talking about. This is why

Martin Buber said that ‘it stands in need of you in order to be born.’

I’ve experienced this element—the evolving future field—as a being

that is actually looking at me. In the moment you feel that gaze, you feel

the world stopping. After that you’re no longer the same.”

“Yes, but there’s an ‘it’ there,” said Joseph. “This is where my expe-

rience is a little bit different, Otto. When Buber says ‘bring it to real-

ity as it desires,’ that suggests that there aren’t one or two or an infi-

nite number of possibilities waiting to be brought to fruition. For me,

it’s being an instrument of life itself, to accomplish, in a sense, what life

or God, or however you want to put it, wishes for me to accomplish.”

“So, Joseph, coming back to this issue of intentionality, it sounds to

me as if you’re very comfortable with the idea that life has an inten-

tion,” said Peter. “For you, Buber’s term ‘as it desires’ feels right.”

“It does. The more I’ve worked with that quote over the years, the

more I’ve felt that it describes explicitly what I experience. For me,

‘Bring it to reality as it desires’ means using ourselves as an instrument

for something better to emerge, being open to our larger purpose.

“I believe that everyone is born with a destiny or a purpose, and the

journey is to find it. That’s the way I read Robert Greenleaf’s work on

servant leadership: the ultimate aim of the servant leader, the quest,
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is to find the resources of character to meet your destiny, and to find

the wisdom and power to serve life that way.3 

“Each  time  the  idea  of  what  we’re  now  calling  the  Global

Leadership Initiative has surfaced in the past year—first as a seed of

possibility in the conversation in Baja, then again in Marblehead, until

it  finally became clear  in Stowe—I had a very distinct and centered

feeling  that  this  is  exactly what  I was meant  to do.  I  know  that  the

experience may be different for other people, but for me this  is the

track laid out for me, this is the future waiting for me. I think when

you click into your destiny there’s a feeling of being solid and ground-

ed. Your  anxiety  falls,  your  concern  is  lowered.  Even  if  it’s  highly

ambiguous, which it invariably is, you just have this feeling that ‘I’m

going to take the next step and it’s going to work out,’ and it does.”

“The  felt  sense you  talk about definitely  resonates with me,”  said

Otto. “And yet, I wouldn’t necessarily assume that path was laid out

by—call it God or something else. Maybe we as human beings partic-

ipate in the process of laying down that path to a much higher degree

than we understand.” 

“I also recognize what Joseph is talking about,” said Betty Sue, “and

I would add that what troubles some people about the phrase ‘instru-

ment for something better to emerge’ is that it sounds as if you’re an

unthinking  tool  or  slave.  I  think  there’s  an  act  of  commitment  that

must occur first which actually creates the capacity to be an ‘instru-

ment’—or, as I like to imagine it, a dancer with life. It changes your

life entirely when you make that commitment.

“In the Bible, the prophet Isaiah says, ‘Here am I, O Lord, use me.’

But without free choice or free will, that dance with destiny may not

begin.”

“I understand  the  fear of  losing autonomy, but  that  is exactly  the

opposite of how I experience it,” said Joseph. “Buber said it beautiful-

ly: ‘Freedom and destiny are solemnly promised to one another and

linked together  in meaning.’4 When the sort of commitment you’re
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talking about happens, you feel as if you’re fulfilling your destiny, but

you also feel as if you’re freer than you’ve ever been in your life. It’s a

huge paradox.” 

“I think that’s because there are two types of freedom: outer free-

dom and inner freedom,” said Peter. “Outer freedom is what we usu-

ally mean when we talk of freedom: whether or not forces outside me

are limiting my actions. Inner freedom is more subtle. It concerns the

extent to which our actions are governed by our habits. We can appear

free in the sense of no one is controlling us, yet our actions are com-

pletely predetermined by our habitual ways of thinking and acting in

reaction to our circumstances.

“I believe the freedom Buber is talking about is the latter, the awak-

ened awareness that I am now more free to do whatever is required to

contribute toward my destiny, less constrained by my past habits.” 

Betty Sue nodded. “To me, that movement and intention, that will-

ingness  to  surrender,  actually  creates  the  field  in which  presencing

occurs. But that moment of presence is profoundly paradoxical. Here

is  the mystery—an  opening  up  to  some  depth  or  dimension  that’s

beyond description. This is not just another space or capacity, this is

something distinct.”

“This  is  the  call  to  service  that most  of  us  deny  throughout  our

whole life,” said Joseph, “this call to give ourselves to something larg-

er than ourselves, and to become what we were meant to become.”

“That  reminds me  of  something Master  Nan  said,”  Peter  added.

“Remember what  he  said  about  the  last  of  the  seven  spaces  of  the

Confucian theory: ‘Then you can attain the goals that you’re supposed

to achieve.’

“Still, I have one qualm, and it’s not with the ideas we’re describing

but with the language we’re using. We’re talking about an experience

that’s very real to each of us, and it’s natural to talk in ways that are

consistent  with  our  own  culture  and  heritage.  But  ‘responding  to

one’s calling’ or ‘God’s will’ might not communicate across different
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cultures and might even suggest that what we’re talking about is only

a Western notion. That, for me, would be a great loss. You know, you

rarely, for example, encounter the word ‘God’ in Buddhism.”

“What  word  would  Buddhists  use?”  asked  Joseph.  “Call  to life, 

perhaps?”

“It would require more than just a change in the word,” said Peter.

“Actually,  I  think the whole way we approach this  is,  in some ways,

more Buddhist than Western. 

“My  understanding  of  Buddhist  theory  is  limited,  but  I  think  it

starts with a process orientation—in other words, an approach that

emphasizes a process of cultivation. The potential problem in talking

about a ‘call to God’s service’ is that it still could be quite conceptu-

al—my interpretation of what God wants me to do. The real distinction

is concept versus experience: the experience of being uplifted into God’s

service, or life’s service, or service of the universe, or whatever terms

we use versus a belief in such service. 

“Now, this is a very slippery distinction, so the Buddhist approach

rests on rigorous disciplines of cultivation that start with paying atten-

tion to our present way of living and the role of thought in the prison

we’ve created for ourselves. As we said before, until we can start to

master our own  thought,  to ‘pacify  the mind,’ we won’t  be  able  to

escape  this  prison  of  our  own  thinking. Only  then  can we  be  open 

to what’s emerging. 

“The core of the Buddhist theory here is that the human exists in

two interdependent orders.5 One is the manifest domain, the domain

of manifest phenomena, both tangible and intangible. The other is the

infinite,  the  absolute,  the  transcendent,  the  universal  beyond  form,

beyond  thought,  beyond  any  ‘thing’—typically  referred  to  as

‘Suchness.’  And  the human exists,  literally, where  these  two orders

intersect, what’s called the ‘Tathagata-garbha’ in the oldest texts. The

Sanskrit term, Tathagata, which was originally one of the terms for the

historical  Buddha,  Siddhartha  Gautama  of  Sakyamuni,  over  time
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became  synonymous  with  Suchness  or  the  absolute.  The  Sanskrit

Garbha means “matrix” or “womb.” So the human is said to exist, by

our basic nature, in the matrix of interaction between the absolute and

the  manifest.  We  don’t  exist  in  one  or  the  other  but  in  both,

because—and this is a key to the Buddhists’ nondualistic worldview—

the manifest  does  not  exist  without  the  absolute,  nor  the  absolute

without  the  manifest.  They’re  inseparable,  interpenetrating.

According to Buddhist theory, enlightenment is possible because we

exist in the absolute as well as the phenomenal.

“From this point of view, what we’re calling ‘presencing’ is possible

because of this womb, where the absolute and the manifest interact. I

think a Buddhist would say that presencing can arise to the extent that

we develop the capacity,  individually and collectively, to extend our

conscious awareness in both domains. Normally, we’re habituated to

the phenomenal or manifest domain, paying attention only to what’s

tangible, even to the point of seeing ourselves as a material thing, our

body. But we inherently have this much greater capacity, which can be

cultivated.”

“And  this movement  in  the U’s  deep  learning  cycle  offers  a  lan-

guage for describing this process of cultivation,” said Betty Sue. 

“Yes, especially when we think of the U over an extended period of

time. That’s why it corresponded to a high degree with the Confucian

theory of leadership development as Master Nan explained it,” Peter

said.

“So what  the major Western  religions  conceive  of  as  a  transcen-

dent, exterior God, the Eastern religions conceive of as immanent,”

said Otto. 

“Right.”

“Isn’t the key point really that study, meditation, and other forms

of individual cultivation over an extended period of time are essential

to  build  the  capacity  to  be  an ‘instrument’  of  service?”  asked Betty

Sue. 
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“Yes, exactly,” said Peter. “It’s not just a matter of belief or wanting

to be an instrument. You must develop the capacity. That’s why I was

saying the Buddhist notion is about the process of cultivation. There

are three basic areas in which you must work. First, you must medi-

tate or ‘practice’—you must have a discipline of quieting the mind.

Second,  you  must  study—the  sutras,  the  Koran,  the  Torah,  the

Bible—whatever  helps  to  develop  a  theoretical  understanding.  And

you must  be  committed  to  service,  what  the  Buddhists  would  call

‘vows.’ Your cultivation grows out of all three.

“This  emphasis  in Buddhism on  cultivation  has  been  lost  to main-

stream Christianity, but  it’s present  in Christian mysticism and  in the

more  esoteric  schools  of  other Western  religions,  like  the  Sufis  in

Islam.

“One other key point is the Buddhist notion of when and how the-

ory matters. A Buddhist would say, ‘First you must emphasize practice

and service.’ Until your mind truly starts to quiet, all this talk about

ideas  and  theory  is  just  intellectualizing,  and can  actually get  in  the

way of your cultivation.

“But there comes a time when you need theoretical understanding.

When your practice has led you to experiences that you can’t under-

stand, you need a better theory. Otherwise, if you try to understand

these  transcendent  experiences  with  ‘profane,’  or,  we  might  say.

‘materialistic,’ ways of thinking, your cultivation will be set back.”

“This  is  exactly  what  we’ve  been  saying  about  the  ex-prisoners

needing  a  suitable  theory  and  language!”  Betty  Sue  exclaimed.  “It’s

why I’ve come to see our work together as basically learning how to

articulate  a  theory,  a  way  of  making  sense  and  communicating.

Obviously,  spiritual  traditions  of  all  sorts  have  provided  such  lan-

guages  for  a  long  time.  But we  need  languages  that  fit  the  present

time—that can deal with the collective as well as the individual, and

that transcend traditional boundaries of tribe, nation, and culture.”

“Right,” Peter agreed. “But new theory is useful only to the extent
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that  enough  people’s  experiences  have  brought  them  to  a  point  of

needing different ways to see things and they can recognize they are

not alone in this need. So the interviews and sharing individuals’ and

groups’ experiences of presencing are also important.”

“You know, one of the things we’ve been seeing is that many people

are having these types of experiences outside organized religions alto-

gether,” Otto commented, “in social or community contexts. In fact,

much of the discussion of spirituality that people have now is very per-

sonal.  Their  spiritual  encounters  are  outside  of  the  boundaries  of

organized religion.”

“That’s an important point,” said Peter. “The flip side is that I find

attempts to synthesize across religions to be pretty sterile—for exam-

ple,  value  statements.  The  UN  Universal  Declaration  of  Human

Rights  is  a  good  thing.  It was written with  sensitivity,  trying  to  be

acceptable to different religions. But I think it misses the whole point.

I think what we’re saying is that the foundation for this transformation

has to be experience, not concept, and these experiences of the tran-

scendent must show up ‘where we live our everyday lives.’” 

“And they are showing up,” said Joseph, “just as they have for each

of us,  in the middle of our societies and communities and organiza-

tions, where people are finding extraordinary power when they sur-

render into their commitment.”

“That’s consistent with the breakdown of mainstream institutions,

and  of  people’s  faith  in  them,”  said  Betty  Sue.  “Because  people  no

longer trust traditional institutional forms and structures, if any one

institution sets itself up as the protector of such experiences, it will

backfire.  Because  the  potential  for  presencing  is  immanent,  it  can

occur anywhere. No one, or no institution can lay a unique claim to it.”

Otto nodded. “As the avant-garde artist Joseph Beuys says, ‘Today

the mysteries or the magical no longer take place in churches but in

the main station,’ in the midst of everyday life.”
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“And  because  of  this  we  need  languages  for  talking  about  these

experiences and this deep process of change that are not only not reli-

gious, but are also not jargon,” continued Betty Sue. 

“In  particular,  I  still  have  difficulty  with  the  phrase ‘shifting  the

whole.’  I  always  find myself  thinking  that  it  refers  to  some  sort  of

coordinated action on a global scale. I’m afraid that when people hear

it,  they may  just give up.  After all, who acts on a global  stage? The

CEO of a huge global corporation or the president or prime minister

of a country or a high official in the UN do occasionally, but not most

of us. Do you see what I’m wrestling with?” 

“Yes,” said Peter, “I’ve had the same reaction at times. It’s as if we

define ourselves out of the picture with language like that.”

“But  everything we’re  learning  from  people  like  Bohm,  Bortoft,

Kabat-Zinn, Rosch, and so on, back  to Goethe,  says  that  is wrong,”

said Otto. “The emerging whole manifests locally. It manifests in par-

ticular communities, groups, and, ultimately, in us as individuals.” 

“So,”  said Betty Sue, “you’re  saying  that while  the phrase ‘shifting

the whole’  could  sound  like  an  integrated global  agenda,  it  actually

means almost the opposite?” 

“It all depends on how you use the word ‘whole.’ What we’re talk-

ing about is sensing the unfolding whole within each of us, within the

present  situation,  and  acting  in  service of  it,”  said Otto. “The other

notion  of whole,  the ‘integrated  global  agenda’  notion  of whole,  is

what leads to the dead end that Bortoft calls ‘the counterfeit whole.’”

Joseph  smiled.  “Another  paradox.  Serving  the  emerging  whole

means paying  attention  to  what’s  right  here  within  my  awareness,

what’s completely local, and surrendering to what’s being asked of me

now.”

“So we have a new systems axiom,” said Peter. “ ‘What is most systemic

is most local.’ The deepest systems we enact are woven into the fabric

of everyday life, down to the most minute detail. 

“This  is  so  important  for us  to understand. We, every one of us,
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may be able to change the world, but only as we experience more and

more of the whole in the present. This is the ‘evolving consciousness’

that Bohm said was necessary to appreciate the implicate order. Now

I see that it’s also the cultivation of awareness to ‘see the absolute in

the manifest,’ as the Buddhists would say.” 

“And only as we  learn  to use ourselves as  instruments  for  some-

thing larger than ourselves to emerge, wherever we act,” said Otto “as

parents  or  citizens  or  community  organizers  or managers  in  global

corporations. 

“And  that makes me  realize we  haven’t  talked  enough  about  the

shadow side to all of this.”

“When I was in Vienna recently, I watched an interview with the sec-

retary  of  Adolf  Hitler  on  TV,”  said  Otto.  “It  was  incredible.  She

described the last weeks in Berlin in 1945 and what it was like as a few

people continued following their insane agenda—even as the bombs

were crashing down left and right and they were obviously heading to

oblivion. 

“Throughout  the  interview  she  kept  saying  that  she  couldn’t

remember certain aspects of her experience. She couldn’t remember

her  emotions  or what  she was  feeling.  As  the war  drew  closer  and

closer to the end, she was operating almost on ‘automatic pilot.’ All

her emotions, her capacities to sense and to feel, never mind knowing

what her deeper purpose or will was—she couldn’t remember any of

these. They were ‘deep-frozen,’ so to speak. 

“But something happened as she was telling her story. By the end of

the conversation, her face was entirely transformed. As she described

the  final  days  of  total  collapse,  you  could  literally  see  her  horror

become  etched  on  her  face—particularly  around  her  eyes.  As  she

experienced her emotions, as they ‘thawed,’ she connected emotion-

ally with the events in ways that she could not when they had actually

happened.
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“Apparently, after the war and for the remainder of her life, she did

volunteer work  anonymously  in  low-profile  organizations.  She  died

the day after  the  interview was  aired  for  the  first  time.  A  few days

before that, the interviewer, a well-known Austrian artist, happened

to have a last brief conversation with her. In that conversation, she said

to him that, finally, for the first time, she could start to forgive her-

self.6

“If Hitler is an example of evil, this interview gives an interesting

way to think about how evil works. It’s a freezing of deeper capacities.

That’s what keeps you going. It took her a half century to make sense

of that.”

“That’s a perfect example of becoming an instrument of a will that’s

not your own,” said Betty Sue. “And that  is exactly why people  talk

about the danger of becoming an instrument. You can become some

kind of robot. You’re not  in the generative matrix. You’re dehuman-

ized.” 

“I think this story is for all of us,” said Joseph. “What Otto was just

describing  was  the  opposite  of  what  we’re  talking  about,  which  is

serving life. This was serving death.”

“I don’t think we’re describing very unusual things right now,” said

Peter.  “Obviously,  this  is  a  stark  example,  and  we’re  on  the ‘other

side,’ talking about ‘them,’ those other people. But we’re describing

the life of most of us working in most organizations: when we’re used

as an instrument to serve something other than life, we lose our feel-

ings and our capacity to sense. We just go through the motions. This

happens  to people all  the  time,  for example,  in corporations whose

purpose is to make money for the sake of making money.”

“You know, the people in Nazi Germany thought they were serving

the future—just a different future,” said Betty Sue.

“Exactly,” said Peter. “And, just like Hitler’s secretary, when we’re

in  this  sort  of  situation, we  justify  our  actions  by  the need  to  keep
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things going, to protect what exists and carry out the tasks at hand.

Just like her, we say, ‘Well, this is just what has to be done for now. It

will be over soon, and then we’ll be able to do something different.’”

“Peter,  your  comment  about  this  characterizing  the  life  of many

people in modern organizations really hits me,” said Joseph. “I’ll never

forget one particular interview I had with a senior executive. As our

conversation progressed and he opened up more and more, he began

to talk about all the compromises he had made in his life in order to

‘climb the ladder’ in the corporation. He hadn’t really thought a lot

about it at the time; it seemed that he was just doing what he had to

do to be successful. He said exactly the same thing, that he had total-

ly lost his capacity to feel and sense. Eventually he just looked at me

and said, ‘I don’t really like the person I’ve become.’”

“So the shadow side of being an instrument is losing our sense of

autonomy, our will, and the real ability to make choices,” said Otto. 

“Yes, and our humanity—our capacity to sense and feel,” said Betty

Sue.

“But if we’re really honest, isn’t this exactly what’s playing out for

all of us in the larger world, as we all enact the process we call ‘glob-

alization’?” queried Peter. “If you asked any of us, or virtually any cit-

izen of today’s global society, if we actually want to destroy species as

a result of our purchasing decisions, we would all say, ‘No, of course

not!’ Wouldn’t any of us respond exactly the same if you asked us if

we wanted to create global warming and melt the polar ice caps, or if

we wanted  to  prevent  people  in  developing  countries  from gaining

access to clean drinking water because it’s owned by soft drink pro-

ducers whose  business  expands  because we  buy  their  products? Yet

this is exactly what’s happening. Our purchasing decisions are mediat-

ed through the network of institutions that span the world to bring us

the goods and services we buy. Like your executive, Joseph, we’re just

doing what we think we need to do to be successful, and I suspect if
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we could really see the consequences of our actions, we wouldn’t like

ourselves very much. 

“I  wonder  how  different  we  are  from  Hitler’s  secretary,  really?

We’re all in the bowels of this giant machine, the modern global econ-

omy,  being  used  as  instruments  to  serve  its  ends. We  create  the

machine collectively, but we feel  trapped  individually. We’ve shifted

the burden so much to the machine that we don’t see a lot of options,

even though they may really be there. We can’t go off into the woods

and live happily off the land anymore. So we ‘deep-freeze’ our ability

to sense what’s actually going on. We deny the larger consequences of

our way of living.” 

“It’s the prisoner scenario again, isn’t it?” said Betty Sue.

“Yes,” said Peter. “We live in the cave and dull our senses accord-

ingly.” 

“And we’ve also ruined other people’s options to live differently,”

said Joseph.

Betty Sue nodded as Peter said, “That’s why this notion of being an

instrument  is  so  tricky. We can get all excited about  it, because we

know the potential of it, but it also touches deep fears. At some level,

we recognize that we’re already being used as instruments beyond our

choice, at least at some level.”

“That is why you need the call to service and the call to cultivation,”

said Otto. 

“That’s right,” Peter said. “There’s no other way out of this. We may

not be able to change the larger systems overnight, but we can com-

mit  to  the  continual  development  of  awareness  and  the  capacity  to

choose. That’s why personal cultivation is so important. It keeps you

sensitive and ‘in the matrix,’ so to speak.”

“The  capacity  to  choose  is  key,”  said  Joseph,  “and  that’s  always

linked to our awareness. 

“Not long ago Adam and I met Carlos Barrios, a Mayan priest cho-

sen by his people’s  elders  to  learn  and  spread understanding of  the
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Mayan vision of unity and harmony in the world. It was a remarkable

meeting, much  like  those with  Brian  Arthur,  John Milton,  and  the

others who catapulted us on  the  journey of discovering  the U. The

Mayan vision  is  inseparable  from the Mayan calendar,  and as Carlos

was explaining this to us, I recalled John Milton’s comment that the

Mayans  were  really  ‘the  masters  of  time.’  The  Mayan  calendar,  as

Carlos explained it, is composed of multiple cycles of varying lengths.

Perhaps the most famous of these cycles is the Bolopumí, or ‘The Long

Night.’ Five hundred years before Cortes landed in Mexico, beginning

the European  colonization of native peoples,  the Mayans had estab-

lished the Bolopumí as starting in 1518, the year he landed. The calen-

dar said that this cycle would be a period of darkness, when material-

ism would take root among the peoples of the world and when peo-

ple’s hearts would become cold. The Bolopumí lasts nine cycles of fifty-

two years each, or 468 years. The calendar then describes several dif-

ferent shorter cycles, marking a period of transition. Carlos said that

the last of these transitional cycles signals that ‘a new child is born,’ a

thirteen-year cycle that began on August 17, 2001. A youth becomes

an adult in Mayan culture on his thirteenth birthday. Carlos said that

this cycle represented ‘an opportunity to create a new world,’ but ‘this

child will be born among great chaos and upheaval.’

“When  Carlos  said  this,  I  took  out  my  calendar  and  found  that

August 17 was the day when the six of us sat in that circle in Stowe

and  committed  to  creating  what  I  think  will  be  called  the  Global

Leadership Initiative. Carlos said that this was not surprising—that all

around the world generative choices were being made on that day.

“The call is clear: for the whole thirteen-year period, we must do

all we  can  to  create  this  balance  and  connection with  one  another.

‘We’re  facing  these  problems,’  Carlos  said, ‘because  of  our  lack  of

relationship,  not  just  with  one  another  but  with  all  of  nature.  My 

purpose  is  to  help  the  human  race understand  that  it  is  facing  self-

destruction  unless  there  is  a  return  to  balance  and  harmony  with
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nature.’

“While  he  was  speaking,  John  Milton’s  words  in  Baja  flashed

through my mind: ‘The fate of the human species is still very much in

our hands—there must be a profound transformation of our spirit and

mind and of our relationships to each other and to the earth.’ It’s as if

we must be conscious and aware that every choice we make has the

power  to affect  things one way or another.  And  those choices are a

direct result of how deeply we’re sensing and presencing.

“People are justifiably skeptical about prophecies, but I think that,

when used wisely, they have the same function as scenarios, like the

requiem scenario. We can see them as predictions, but if we do, they

lose their power. Their greatest impact is on how we see the present

and the choices our new seeing reveals. The forces at play in the world

are of our own making. I know in my heart that we do have the power

to create different forces if we have the will to learn to see.” 

The day was drawing to a close as Betty Sue asked, “So if we had to

summarize our understanding right now of the core of presence and

the U in a sentence, how would we do it?” 

“A profound opening of the heart, carried into action,” said Joseph.

“As Phil Lane, a Native American teacher, says, ‘The longest road you

will ever walk is the sacred journey from your head to your heart.’ 

“I sort of snuck in two sentences there,” he added.

We laughed, then Otto said, “For me, the core of presencing is wak-

ing up together—waking up to who we really are by linking with and

acting from our highest future Self—and by using the Self as a vehicle

for bringing forth new worlds.” 

“I’d say it’s the point where the fire of creation burns and enters the

world through us,” Betty Sue continued.

“Someone recently asked me how I would explain all of this to an

eight-year-old,” said Peter. “Without thinking, I replied, ‘we have no

idea of our capacity to create the world anew.’” 
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Epi logue

“With Man Gone, Will There
Be Hope For Gorilla?”

April 2002

We met the  last  time on Maple  Avenue on a beautiful

spring  morning. Trees  were  just  beginning  to  blos-

som,  and  the  sound  of  children  playing  across  the

street filled the room. The conversation began slowly.

�
“You  know,  one  question  still  lingers  for  me,”  said  Betty  Sue.

“Remember when I was pushing you all before about what happens at

the ‘bottom of the U’ and we concluded that something shifts in our

sense of purpose? Not purpose in a purely individualistic sense, but as

Otto says, the opening to a larger self and to a larger purpose. 
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“I’m wondering  if what we’ve  been  exploring  is  really  all  about

purpose  in  some  sense.  If more  and more ‘ex-prisoners’  are  being

drawn to deeper levels of awareness of a larger purpose, do you think

a collective sense of purpose might be developing, which could accel-

erate the whole U process wherever it’s occurring?” 

“There are many levels of ‘collective.’ Which do you mean?” asked

Peter.

“Well, potentially at all levels—from the purpose of a group work-

ing together to the purpose of humans as a whole.”

“It’s possible. But I think the question of human purpose is almost

impossible for us to ponder in our present state.

“Do you remember Ishmael—the novel by Daniel Quinn, the con-

versation between  the man  and  the  gorilla?1 That  book had  a  great

impact on me. It showed so clearly how and why we’ve become more

and more separated from nature since the beginnings of the agricul-

tural revolution—what Quinn calls the advent of ‘totalitarian agricul-

ture.’ But there’s a part of the story I never understood that’s stuck in

the back of my mind for years. 

“The book begins with the narrator answering an ad in the paper—

something  like ‘Teacher seeks student. Must be  intent on saving the

world.’ He goes to a nondescript office building, finds the office spec-

ified  in  the  ad,  and  enters  a  darkened  room.  As  his  eyes  gradually

adjust,  he  realizes  he’s  sitting  next  to  a  large  pane of  glass. On  the

opposite side sits Ishmael, the gorilla who placed the ad. 

“The  conversation  that  ensues  is  actually  a  journey  down  the U.

Ishmael guides the narrator in learning how to ‘see’ some of our deep-

est  assumptions—assumptions  shared  by  virtually  all  modern  soci-

eties that are now so taken for granted that it’s almost impossible for

any of us to realize their impact.”

“When I first read the book, the whole idea of a telepathic conver-

sation between a man and a gorilla seemed completely contrived,” said
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Otto.  “Then  I  realized  that  a  dialogue  with  a  member  of  another

species is a powerful way to draw out shared assumptions that we can’t

see on our own.”

“Like  the  seeing that  arose  from  Joseph’s ‘conversation’  with  the

whales and the sea lion,” said Betty Sue.

“Right,” said Peter. “But there’s something very interesting in that

first scene. Do you remember what’s behind Ishmael?” 

“There’s a sign behind him, hanging on the wall,” said Otto. “But I

don’t remember what it says.”

“It says, ‘With man gone, will there be hope for gorilla?’”

“What do you make of that?” asked Betty Sue. 

“It clearly confuses the narrator in the story, who seems to regard

it as a kind of koan,  some sort of verbal puzzle,” Peter replied. “He

expresses  frustration  at  the  sign’s  ambiguity  and  then  proceeds  to

ignore it, and it’s never referred to again until the end of the book.” 

“It  is  a  strange  question.  All  the  evidence  suggests  that  gorillas

would be much better off without humans,” said Otto. “Their survival,

and many other species,’ is  threatened by our way of  living. But  the

sign seems to suggest the opposite.”

“It does,” said Peter. “But as illogical as the sign appears to be, I actu-

ally think it poses the question that the narrator’s whole journey down

the U is about and perhaps ours as well. 

“As you say, we humans are the threat to the gorilla’s survival, as

everyone trying to protect the gorilla from extinction would quickly

acknowledge. If man were gone, the gorilla would need no protection

from man. So why would Ishmael ask whether there would be ‘hope

for gorilla’ if man were gone? Given our current way of thinking, it

makes absolutely no sense. And that, I think, is the whole point. 

“Ishmael is asking a truly radical question: Might the gorilla really

need man, not just for protection but for something more? This is a

question we’ve stopped asking. It’s a question about our purpose as a
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species, about our purpose within the  larger web of  life, within the

universe.  I  think we’ve  stopped  asking  this  question because we no

longer see ourselves as part of that universe. We see our purpose only

in human terms: what we want, how to make things better for us. We

don’t wonder how we might contribute to life as a whole, and that’s

why questions of purpose—like Betty Sue’s—are basically meaning-

less to us today.” 

“Which means we really have no larger purpose at all,” said Joseph.

“We  simply  live  to meet  our  needs  and  to  pursue our  selfish  aims,

building a world fashioned in human terms. How can you have a larg-

er purpose if you’re separate from the larger world?” 

“We consider the living universe around us as nothing more than

‘natural resources’ that exist solely for us to take and use,” said Peter.

“We even treat DNA, the very program of life, as something for us to

exploit as fits our needs with no thought of how it might affect other

specied. 

“The environmental movement is mostly focused on how we can be

‘less bad,’ how we can take or destroy less. But what if humans, as a

species, actually have a purpose? What if we have something distinc-

tive to contribute—something to give rather than just take?”

“In this sense, the requiem scenario  is simply saying that we’re at

the end of the line as ‘takers,’ as Quinn would put it,” said Otto. “It’s

one thing for a village or even a nation to take more than it leaves. But

we humans in toto are now taking at an unprecedented rate globally.

“What you’re saying is that no alternative path forward may exist

without  rediscovering  why  we’re  here—because  only  then  can  we

start to see what we actually have to give.” 

“Yes, and that will require us to think differently, to think as if we

are part of the universe. The ancient Anasazi,  like many native peo-

ples,  believed  that  they  needed  to  conduct  their  dances  and  cere-

monies in order to maintain balance in the universe. If they neglected
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this duty, not only they but countless other forms of life would suffer.

Maybe all of this is about rediscovering what our dance is—today, in

the modern world—and who we, the dancers, are.”

“So seeing our collective journey down the U as rediscovering our

purpose actually reveals this deeper question,” said Betty Sue. “Who

are we? Are human beings fundamentally separate or inseparable from

nature? We need to re-experience our place in the universe before we

can see how it needs us as well as how we need it. And this is no mere

intellectual discovery. Remember the grief you felt in Baja, Joseph?” 

“I’ll never be able to forget it. It was like the grief you feel when

you lose someone you love. But it wasn’t just a single loss. It was more

like discovering that I had a family I’d never even known about—and

that my family was suffering.” 

“And out of  the grief you  found your connection  to  the purpose

that Ishmael’s question suggests,” continued Betty Sue.

“Yes,” Joseph answered. “For me, it has to do with our stewardship

responsibility today and in relation to new possibilities for life, even if

we have no idea what these new possibilities might be.”

“Perhaps they’ll come from the collective intelligence emerging in

global networks,” said Otto, “what Nicanor Perlas calls the ‘real mes-

sage  of  globalization,’  becoming ‘more  aware  of  how  deeply  we’re

interconnected as human beings across all of society.’” 

“I believe that’s a real possibility, but only if we can open our hearts

to finding our place,” Betty Sue said.

“And when we do, we’ll discover that the connectedness works in

both directions,”  said Peter. “Perhaps  the  sea  lion’s  suffering  that you

sensed, Joseph, is her loss of relationship with us, as well as our loss

of relationship with her.”

“Like a family that’s been split apart,” said Joseph, nodding.

“I think this larger purpose has been implicit in our conversations

all along,” said Betty Sue. “The field of the future is what comes into
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play when we come into the presence of an understanding of why we

are here. We must first know this in intimate terms, like Joseph found

in  Baja.  But  the  expanded  self  at  the  bottom  of  the  U  naturally

encounters a larger purpose.”

“At that point we experience ourselves as both ‘a part’ of the whole

and the whole,”  said Otto. “Isn’t  this exactly what David Bohm told

Joseph  in  London,  about ‘the  natural  state  of  the  human world’—

‘separation without separateness’?”

“But the assumption of separateness is so deep that I can’t imagine

what it will take to dislodge it,” said Peter. “I think that many people

hoped that September 11 would tell us that all of us can be affected by

any of us. But in the aftermath of that ‘wake-up call’ is showing that

such events can also invoke great fear and may even have the opposite

effect, leading to more defensiveness and reinforcing separateness.”

“Fear can only separate us,” said Otto. “Maturana says, ‘Love is the

one emotion that expands intelligence’ because love connects us.”

“Maybe we just need to learn to see what research like the random

number generator experiments shows—how subtle and extensive the

fields in which we participate actually are,” said Joseph.

“And to see that maybe evolution doesn’t end with us,” said Peter.

“Near the latter part of the book, Ishmael tells a very funny story

about coming upon a jellyfish at the beach and asking the jellyfish to

give its account of how it got to be. The jellyfish traces in detail the

evolution  of  bacteria  into  multicellular  organisms  and  then  more

complex  aquatic  organisms,  until,  Quinn  says,  the  jellyfish ‘turned

pink with pride’ and said, “but finally jellyfish appeared!” ’”2

“Well, it’s nice to know that maybe we don’t have a monopoly on

species myopia,” said Betty Sue, laughing. 

“But as silly as it sounds, we do act as if evolution stopped with us,

that ‘we’re it,’ the whole point of nature’s four-billion-year project on

this planet Earth. It would probably shift things to realize that may not
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be so. Maybe we’re here to enable what comes next, and maybe our

state of awareness will influence what comes next.”

“It certainly would up the stakes for getting our act together,” said

Joseph. 

“It would,” Peter  agreed with  a  smile. “And  I  think  you’re  right,

Joseph—some  of  the  new  research  might  help  us  recognize  and

understand  that we’re part of  this  living, generative  field—and that

we influence it just as it influences us. I was reminded of this all over

again when Fred Matser visited recently from Holland. Fred set up a

family  foundation that supports researchers around the world doing

work  that  could  contribute  to deeper understanding of  life.3 As he

was  leaving, he gave me a present, a book based on  the research of

Masaru  Emoto  of  Japan.  I  thanked  him,  said  good-bye,  and  set  the

book aside.

“When I looked at it a couple of days later, I was stunned. The book

was  composed  mostly  of  pictures—beautiful  pictures—of  water.

Emoto has developed a way to apply magnetic resonance imaging to

photograph the crystals formed when water freezes.4 His results are

controversial  and clearly exploratory. For many  reasons  they are  also

difficult to replicate, so I think it is best to view them as part art, and

part science. Still, as best I can tell, some scientists are taking the work

seriously.5

“Emoto says he has long been fascinated by water because we are

mostly water. At the time of a human conception, ‘water accounts for

about ninety-five percent of the fertilized egg.’ As adults, it accounts

for about seventy percent of our body weight, roughly the same per-

centage of the surface of the earth that is covered by water. Although

we  live on ‘the water planet,’ ‘What we  learned  from these experi-

ments,’ he says, ‘is that we do not know anything about water.’” 6

“What’s so mysterious about water?” asked Otto.

“I’ll show you,” answered Peter.
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 “For starters, there is the simple fact of how beautiful water actu-

ally is. The first half of the book is made up of photographs of water

crystals  from  different  sources  around  the  world. That  these  crys-

tals—formed  from  the  most  common  substance  on  earth—are  so

beautiful  is,  for  me,  a  powerful  experience  of  reconnection,  like

Joseph’s experience in Baja. Each photograph is a representative from

a sample of one hundred crystals photographed from each source.7

“But not all the water is so beautiful. There are also photographs of

water  from  polluted  urban  sources,  which  often  form  only  partial

structures. Conversely, crystals from places where the people regard

the water as especially pure or healthy—remote springs, deep wells,
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and water  noted  for  its  healing  qualities,  as  at  Lourdes—are  stun-

ningly complex and beautiful. In short, healthy water forms beautiful

crystal structures, and polluted water does not. 

“That’s  just  the beginning.  In the second half of  the book, Emoto

presents photos from different experiments, all using distilled water.

Distilled water is almost biologically inert and therefore forms very

simple crystals, or crystals that are so underdeveloped that they have

almost no distinct structure. 

“For example, he shows pictures of distilled water crystals after the

water has been exposed to music. The distilled water is put into a vial

and placed in front of speakers through which music is played. Then

one  hundred  samples  of  the water  are  frozen  and  the  crystals  pho-

tographed.”

“You mean that these beautiful crystals come from the exact same

distilled  water  that  forms  virtually  no  crystals  on  its  own?”  asked

Joseph.

“Yes. The only difference is the music and how it affects the water.

What  struck me  was  how  the  crystals  seem  to  visually  reflect  the

essence of the music—the geometric precision of Bach, the balance of

order and flow of Mozart, the beautiful simplicity of folk music. It’s as

if  the water were not only  influenced by the music but absorbs and

reflects its character.
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“Emoto has conducted many other experiments with water, such as

taping  printed  words  or  names  on  the  vials  of  distilled  water.  For

example,  the word ‘beautiful’  in  Japanese  (or other  languages) pro-

duces exquisite  lacy crystals, while the word ‘dirty’ produces unde-

veloped crystals that you could only call ugly.” 

“This is astonishing,” said Joseph. “But at the same time, it doesn’t

surprise me at all. Water  is  alive, and  the universe  is more  interde-

pendent than we can imagine. This is consistent with everything we’ve

been saying.” 

“What these pictures say to me is that thought creates reality,” said

Otto. “That’s why even the smallest acts arising from real clarity at the

bottom of the U may have consequences beyond what we can imag-
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ine. The interdependency of the universe extends from the micro to

the macro, from the visible to the invisible.” 

“Emoto has begun to experiment with this idea directly,” continued

Peter. “For example, in one experiment they took water from a high-

ly polluted reservoir and froze it. The samples had virtually no crystal

structure. Then an elder priest, Reverend Kato, sat next to the reser-

voir and prayed for one hour for the well-being of the water. When

they then took new samples of the water and froze it, the crystals were

stunning. 

“Well,  as  the  resident  skeptic,  I  don’t  know what  to  think  about

what causes the patterns in these pictures,” said Betty Sue. “I’d like to

see more research. But  they are wonderfully  suggestive as powerful

metaphors of the realms of energy we can’t see but which we affect,

and which have a deep effect on us.”
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“Obviously,  skepticism  is  necessary,  and  in  time  there  should  be

opportunities  for  others  to  replicate  Emoto’s  pilot  studies,”  Peter

rejoined. “Eventually, flaws in his methods may well be found. But it

is the consistency of his results with so many other emerging studies,

like the random generator research, that seems important. All suggest

a level of interdependence between thought and reality that defies the

conventional Western worldview.

“Plus, for me, the sheer beauty of the water crystals is very mov-

ing, and that beauty reminds me, in a way that’s beyond words, of this

interconnectedness.” 

Looking  up  from  the  book,  Joseph  said,  “Bohm  used  to  say,

‘Thought creates reality and then says “I didn’t do  it.”’  I  think these

pictures and some of the other research findings simply corroborate

the  experience  of  being  one  body with  all  life.  As  the  capacity  for

experiencing  this  grows, maybe we’ll move out of denial  about  the

power  of  our  thoughts  and  feelings.  Imagine  if  we  did,  how much

might change.”

“Perhaps we would begin to develop awareness commensurate with

our impact, wisdom in balance with our power,” added Otto.

“I don’t know, but I do know that this is the work of all of us,” said

Peter. “All our contemporary cultures have played a part in the jour-

ney of separation, and we must all be part of the reversal. As this hap-

pens, we may reconnect powerfully with one another also. 

“Two  weeks  ago,  I  was  in  Egypt  for  the  first  SoL  Executive

Champion’s Workshop held in an Arab country. After September 11,

many of us felt this was vital, and with the help of BP in Egypt and a

group of Arab companies working on organizational learning capabil-

ities, we were able to organize the program. We met at a resort next

to the Red Sea, south of Cairo. On the last evening, we had a dinner

on  the  beach  for  the  participants  and  their  families.  After  dinner,  I

asked everyone to come into an adjoining open-air pavilion for ‘a sur-

prise.’  Showing  the water  crystal  slides  that  evening, with Egyptian
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music playing in the background and a full moon rising over the Red

Sea, was an experience I’ll never forget. It felt like such a privilege to

have the opportunity to share with fellow human beings what it means

to be human—to see our world in its beauty and share that beauty. 

“Afterwards, as we walked back along the beach to our rooms, an

executive  from Saudi  Aramco  I had come  to know during  the pro-

gram came up to me. He was educated  in the West, speaks  flawless

English as well as several other languages, and, like many of his con-

temporaries, is stretched between two worlds, the modern world and

his traditional Saudi culture. What touched him that evening was not

just the beauty of the water crystals, but the memory of his grandfa-

ther’s teaching.

“‘My  grandfather  taught me  that when  you  are  sick,  you  should

take a bowl of water and you should read to  it,’ he told me. ‘If you

know  the Koran,  read  the Koran. But  it  doesn’t  really matter what 

you read, so long as it is something that has real meaning to you. Then

you take the water and wash yourself with it, and you will get well.

Now I understand what my grandfather was trying to teach me.’ 

“I have only the dimmest appreciation of what all this means. But in

that moment, I felt the two of us bound to a common destiny far more

powerful  than our  differing  cultures,  one  in which  there was  equal

room for old wisdom and new science. 

“Bill McDonough, the American environmental architect, says his

work has  led him  to a  simple question: ‘What will  it  take  for us  to

become  indigenous once again?’—not as we were, but as we might

be?

“I think if we can find our place, we will find our purpose.”
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and  Japan. See, e.g., The Awakening of Faith (attributed  to  Asvaghosha)  trans.

with  commentary  by Y.  S.  Hakeda  (New York:  Columbia  University  Press,

1967).

6. The interview The Blind Spot: Hitler’s Secretary is available in DVD with English,

French, and Spanish subtitles through www.amazon.com.

Epilogue

1. D. Quinn, Ishmael (New York: Bantam/Turner Books, 1992).

2. Ibid, p. 56.

3. See www.fredfoundation.org.

4. Emoto’s method builds  on  earlier work of Dr. Lee H. Lorezen. M. Emoto,

Messages from Water (Tokyo:  IHM  General  Research  Institute,  1999),  p.  139.

Also see www.hado.net. Books are available through Source Books, (615) 773-

7691.

5. For example, see the review by Dr. Ho of the Institute of Science and Society

(ISIS) at www.i-sis.org.uk/water4.php.

6. Emoto, op cit, p. 139.

7. Emoto’s basic procedure is to take one hundred samples from the same source.

One drop from each sample is frozen in a separate petri dish, and then pho-

tographed. The photographs in his book show crystals that are representataive

of the one hundred samples from each experimental condition. He also shows

how the multiple samples from one source or for one experimental condition

show features similar to one another yet quite different from those from anoth-

er source or condition.
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Reader Comments

To share your own comments, join the Presence mailing list,

or access reader resources, including The Presence Workbook, visit 

www.presence.net

�

Rather than just introducing a set of new tools, Presence reminds

us of our purpose. The book is also important because it is very

brave. It talks about how most of us feel, but do not know how

to express or explain—even to ourselves.

– Evrim Calkavur, Su Consulting, Istanbul 

I loved the book. It’s a remarkable synthesis and a great read that

fills an even greater need. I'll spread the word.

– Diana Chapman Walsh, President, Wellesley College

I  spend  a  lot  of  time  reading  what  could  be  called  the  more

sophisticated end of general management literature and Presence
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is dramatically different  in  layout and approach.  It  is reflective

and discursive, with  a  lot of  forays  into philosophical  thinking

and developments in scientific theory. Those who are used to a

diet  of  “how  to’s”,  sidebars,  summaries,  and  highlighted  key

points are likely to find it hard going. However, these are proba-

bly precisely the people who most need to absorb the  ideas  in

the book. The argument of the book as a whole asserts that total

reliance on dispassionate analytical rationalism is a sure path to

the  wrong  answer  and  that  we  (individually  and  collectively)

need  to  find ways  to  see  the wholeness of  life  and  to use our

hearts and our intuition to become “part of a future that is seek-

ing  to unfold.” While  this worldview  is  still  radical  in business

circles, it is not new, and in fact is part of a growing movement.

The authors take a valuable further step both in explaining why

a change is necessary and in sketching an approach to learning

the profound transformations in perspective that are needed. 

– Bill Godfrey, Change Management Monitor Review Site, Australia

Many people in northern developed countries, and in the U.S.

in  particular,  have  little  awareness  of  the  problems  with  the

global food system, or even that such a system exists. They don’t

know, for instance, that the average pound of food travels some

1500 miles before sale in the U.S and in so doing crosses many

national  and  international  borders.  As  food  systems  have

become  global,  large  farms  and  multinational  food  businesses

apply technology and market power to continually drive prices

lower and production higher, a pattern repeated again and again

for  agricultural  commodities  from  corn,  to  coffee,  to  forest

products,  to  fish. Falling prices  and production driven beyond

environmentally sustainable levels are now a primary source of

both  poverty  and  deteriorating  food  ecosystems  worldwide.

Rich country governments respond by spending $500 billion a

year  for  farm  subsidies  but  poor  governments  don’t  have  this

option. 
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No one  intends  to produce a  system that  is unsustainable, but

individuals  are  making  decisions  in  a  system  that  is  critically

fragmented. Fortunately, more and more people see that with-

out fundamental changes, many agriculture and fishing business-

es may not even exist in a decade or two. But doing something

about  sustainable  food  requires  bringing  parties  together  that

normally do not cooperate.

We formed the Sustainable Food Lab to use the U process

to build new networks of leaders capable of working together to

address these systemic dysfunctions. Leaders from more than 30

organizations  –  including  multinational  food  companies  like

Unilever and SYSCO, small farm cooperatives and local NGOs

in half a dozen countries, global NGOs like Oxfam and World

Wildlife Fund, and government officials from Europe, the U.S.

and South America – have, with the help of four foundations and

the Dutch Ministry of Agriculture, reached the point of proto-

typing initiatives. We are just at the outset, but the relationships

among leaders across normal boundaries might be the most cru-

cial ingredient to major change.

– Hal Hamilton, Director, The Sustainability Institute; Co-Leader, The

Sustainable Food Lab

No one yet knows how to foster the kind of collaboration that

will be needed to transform global food systems. Creating sus-

tainable  food  systems  will  require  real  changes  in  company

strategies and in national policies. But the larger change we are

seeking is in our individual and collective mindset, and for that

we will need leaders with a deep sense of trust, mutuality, and

real commitment to change. I’ve never seen a process quite like

the U for bringing a very diverse group of people to a profound

place of connection with one another and with  their common

purpose.

– Oran Hesterman, Food Systems and Rural Development Program Director,

the  W. K. Kellogg Foundation, and team member, The Sustainable Food Lab.
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The authors articulate a message that is fundamental to people

everywhere: the connectedness of all things. Their discussion of

parts and wholes resonates both intellectually and emotionally;

it confirms what I have found in my conversations with people

around the world, and in my own work. By opening ourselves to

the world and to the living systems that sustain us, we can cre-

ate meaningful and lasting change. This may sound idealistic but

it  is extremely practical,  indeed it  is a matter of survival – for

individuals, organizations, and societies. 

– Elena Díez Pinto, Director of the United Nations Development Programme’s

Democratic Dialogue for Latin America and the Caribbean

Presence makes a fresh and provocative contribution to organiza-

tional learning theory. For deep organizational change to occur,

there must be an ongoing synergy between the personal and the

collective. Generating new options depends both on  the  inner

development of individuals and on collective processes in which

they  mutually  enact  the  field  of  the  emergent  future.

Organizations, from small working groups to global companies,

can be fertile ground for cultivating a life-serving societal trans-

formation. Presence serves as a personal and collective compass to

guide us into this new land.

– David I. Rome, The Greystone Foundation

The authors have illuminated, instructed, and brought hope and

opportunity  with  this  work.  Presence is  marked  with  a  clarity

fueled by humility appropriate to the mystery of the topic and

the gravity of the times.

– Rose von Thater-Braan, The Native American Academy

Thank you for Presence. Increasingly I believe that the best thing

we  can  do  for  MBA  and  other  students  of  management  is  to

teach them some sort of mindfulness practices, so that they will
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become more aware in general, and more aware of the impacts

of their decisions and actions as managers and leaders.

– Sandra Waddock, Professor of Management, Boston College

I took what I learned by going through the U process and led a

transformation  project  in  a  refinery  that  was  the  worst  per-

forming one of the eight in our system on all measures. Within

two years it went from worst to first.  After nine straight years

of losing an average of 20 million dollars a year, it made 38 mil-

lion the year after the transformation process. There is no doubt

in my heart that the whole idea of absorbing and being mindful

of what's going on-not  just  jumping  in right away with a deci-

sion-is the best way to operate. We couldn’t make a wrong deci-

sion. It was effortless. The U Process is real powerful stuff!

– Gary Wilson, Former Operations Manager of major oil refinery

Presence is remarkable in at least three ways. First, the authors’

work has extraordinary emotional as well as intellectual impact;

it continued to affect me long after my initial reading. Second, I

found  that  the  insights  I  gleaned  from  the work  depended  on

what was happening around me. I suspect I will take away dif-

ferent messages each time I read it. Third, the authors somehow

opened  me  to  unexpected  messages  and  opportunities  in  my

own life. My reading of Presence coincided with many seemingly

chance encounters that in very real and specific ways have been

essential to my own work, helping me find new ways to connect

with colleagues, customers, and the larger community.

– Darcy Winslow, General Manager, Global Women’s Footwear, Apparel,

Equipment, Nike, Inc.
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