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Preface

Where is the Life we have lost in living?
Where is the wisdom we have lost in knowledge?

Where is the knowledge we have lost in information?

T. S. Eliot, Choruses from the Rock, 1934

The fi nancial crisis of 2008 resulted in deep and prolonged criticism of busi-
ness schools for ‘mismanaging’ the leadership education of their MBA stu-
dents. There has been an ongoing and persistent questioning concerning the 
lack of practical ethical training and the responsibilities and accountabilities 
of the business leader. In civil society, the role of political leaders has been 
in sharp focus as media poses questions about the wisdom of the political 
decision-making process at the EU and national governmental levels. At an 
international level, at the World Economic Forum in 2010 and in 2011, many 
leaders have publicly identifi ed themselves with the need for business refor-
mation and renewal: rethinking values, redesigning systems and rebuilding in-
stitutions. The leadership models that have focussed on effectiveness have not 
been as strong on questions to do with the practice of wisdom and values by 
leaders. In this context there has been an increasing emphasis by organisations 
and business schools to cultivate and to seek out responsible leaders. Wisdom 
is the hallmark of a responsible leader and as Umair Haque, director of the 
Havas Media Lab declares: ‘The scarcest, rarest and most valuable resource in 
the world today is wisdom.’1 

The delight of a series of papers about wisdom and leadership is that one’s 
mind and spirit is enlarged by the narratives and descriptions of wisdom taken 
by a range of very different authors. This seventh Cahier in the series took 
shape at the European SPES Forum annual conference in 2010 at the Philips 
Management Training Center (Groenendael, the Netherlands) and was co-
organised with Alba-university. Papers were presented and discussed on the 
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qualities needed to lead with wisdom. How may we develop the capacity for 
wisdom in our decision-making and distinguish this unique human spiritual 
quality from the development and acquisition of knowledge alone? Is lead-
ing with wisdom another leadership model or a philosophy of life? Is there a 
spiritual dimension to wisdom? Our authors fi nd wisdom to be closely con-
nected to virtue, character, integrity, morality, spirituality, meaning and the 
knowledge how to live well. 

Wise leadership, or spiritual leadership, is about integrating the inner perspec-
tives of the leader with her or his decisions and actions in the outer world of 
business, as Peter and Kristin Pruzan put it in the fi rst chapter. The Pruzans 
interviewed 40 senior leaders. Peter makes the startling observation that all 
the executives they interviewed achieved their leadership positions while ‘be-
ing spiritual’. This provides strong evidence that spirituality and obtaining a 
leadership position do not have to be mutually exclusive, as some sceptics 
seem to fear. This spiritual perspective is vital to integrate the more functional 
and established leadership models as Sharda Nandram and Margot Borden 
explain. They draw on the words of Ken Wilber and Sri Aurobindo’s integral 
philosophy which leads us beyond ego-level functioning into a new paradigm 
of soul-based functioning and towards a more universal, multi-dimensional 
and inclusive vision for leadership. In the harmony between individual and 
company and between Self, Society and Nature lies the basis for their holis-
tic approach to leadership. Mike Thompson notes that the link between wis-
dom and spirituality has been made by a number of inter-disciplinary studies. 
He describes wisdom-based leadership as a form of leadership practice that 
has become aware of a Consciousness or Presence higher than that of the 
body-mind centred ego combined with the ability to live in the light of that 
Consciousness. In Ien van der Pol’s model of inclusive leadership, one of the 
quadrants is designated to confi rm the signifi cance of a deeper, or more tran-
scendent, understanding of life’s meaning and purpose and the role of the 
leader in the light of that meaning and purpose. Her call to the reader is to trust 
one’s own wisdom, intuition, feelings and experience.

Another important characteristic of leading with wisdom revealed in this Ca-
hier is the role of the leader as facilitator, exercising objective judgments that 
refl ect a spirit of humility. The leader does not seek to control others in order 
to assert his or her own place, but rather demonstrates humility in leadership 
and decision-making. The transformation from ego-centred to soul-centred 
functioning is a shift towards an axis of humility, even love and compassion. 
It offers the possibility of disinterested judgments. Herman Siebens writes of 
the facilitating leader as a leader who creates the necessary conditions and 
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facilitates excellent group dynamic, organisational context and processes for 
decision-making. The facilitating leader is not so much interested in control-
ling the agenda, and so the output of the decision-making process, but in en-
gaging co-workers in the decision-making process itself. Laurent Ledoux and 
Mark Strom show how the art of wise leadership relies on a commitment by 
the leader to remain in a conversation even at points of breakdown. Leading 
with wisdom is practiced through the quality of the leader’s conversation and 
listening skills. By so doing the leader can enable new meaning to be gener-
ated and also through the practice of integrity and care. 

Two contributions focus on the charismatic and heroic aspects of leadership. 
Peter van den Berg approaches leading with wisdom by acknowledging the 
signifi cance of charismatic and strategic leadership styles. He observes that 
charisma requires values to motivate followers - a moral component. If cha-
risma is analogous to the strength of infl uence, then strategy and morality, 
respectively, are analogous to the direction of infl uence and whether that di-
rection is viewed as right or wrong. Ben Decock elaborates on heroic leader-
ship. He fi nds inspiration in the monomyth of Joseph Campbell: a universal 
structure in fairy tales, myths and legends of different cultures. 

Extraordinary times require extraordinary leaders. In a period of creative de-
struction and transformation, the role of wisdom is vital and indispensable to 
meet the complexities, uncertainties and turbulences in business. The Euro-
pean SPES Forum, with its commitment to fi nding hope for society through 
a greater realisation of spirituality, believes that wisdom is a contemporary 
expression of spirituality and this Cahier represents a contribution to the grow-
ing interest in this powerful human quality.

Mike J. Thompson & Jochanan Eynikel

Note

1 Haque, U., 2010, ‘The Wisdom Manifesto’, Harvard Business Review Blogs. Ac-
cessed 11th of May, 2010.


