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     Play is a fundamental joy:  one image that brings a smile for me is being on the school playground and swinging as high as I can -- taking in the view, feeling the wind, listening to the other kids laughing...

Then, there's playing kickball --

is it any wonder that there have recently been adult kick ball leagues?  What could be more playful?

This summer, I've been enjoying children's voices and laughter at the City POol -- where I go 2 or 3 times/week....their play makes me smile as I do laps...

I'm going to be offering you some leadership ideas...and I hope you hear them with the playground or a ball game or swimming pool in the background -  so there's some light-heartedness about it all ---

    If congregational life is a playground, there are some simple principles related to the leadership theories I'm inclined to play around with -  Appreciative Inquiry and Adaptive Leadership, along with some of the ideas from the reading from Salsa, Soul, and Spirit.

I hope you find them to be a link between shouted playground sayings and theory:

 I'll begin with framing our conversation with some "congregational life as leadership playground"   "suggestions":

1)  Enjoy each other and the whole. (Life is good!) AI

2) Support the common good.  SSS

3)  Practice mutual care.  SSS

4) Welcome and invite creative initiative.  Adaptive

5) Allow yourself to change.   Adaptive

6)  Celebrate, gratefully.    (notice again - that Life is Good!)  AI

Before exploring the "rules of the playground",  I want  to share a definition of leadership that comes from Adaptive Leadership/ specifically from the Kansas Leadership Center (out of Wichita):

"Leadership is action, not position.  The exercise of leadership often occurs without fanfare, behind the scenes.  It is about the willingness to accept challenges, take a stand but do so smartly, avoid the path of least resistance and motivate others to join in these acts.  Leadership is not necessarily tied to roles, positions or titles...

Leadership is collaborative;  when challenges are complex, there needs to be hard choices and no one can do this alone.

Leadership can be learned -- to see and seize opportunities and do so more effectively."

Adaptive Leadership is interested in problem-solving collaboration for the good of the whole.  The ideal is that people determine their common purpose and then value input toward that purpose from everyone.  This requires that difficult questions be asked not only about whether the new activity serves the group's purpose, but also whether long-time activities still serve the group's ever-evolving purpose.

Nothing is protected; the ball is always in the air...

Appreciative Inquiry begins with what's going well and valuing the group's specific strengths;  the questions it asks build on these so that the focus of problem-solving is on assets.  Building on our assets, what's next?  What do each of us want to contribute?    Life is good; let's go higher and faster...

Playground Suggestions:

1)   Enjoy each other and the whole.

Spiritual life and spiritual community is serious, but not solemn.  One of the leaders in Des Moines  while I was there called our congregation "The Church where people laugh".

Its not so much that we tell jokes as that we're free to laugh...a natural and spontaneous happiness-response.

I've often heard people say they feel "lucky we have this group" in small-town Kansas - and they generally follow that with something about being able to be themselves here/ to be authentic about their spiritual searching.

When we're facing any congregational issue, its essential that this is the place we begin:  We have a good and strong community.  Appreciative inquiry begins with asking about assets - what are we good at and strong at?...which of our strengths and experiences will help us face what's in front of us?

Hasn't our history/ of the whole tradition and our local group  taught us that we can develop creative responses or initiatives that encourage growth?

When we expect healthy, collaborative responses - its more likely that's what we'll get:

a)  We're more likely to enjoy our time together when we realize there doesn't have to be one way to see things -- that, just like with interpreting a painting or poem, we can interpret congregational life differently and still play well together --- 

b) When we try to see the essential goodness in a person, relationship, project or goal -- that positive expectation and view  is a life-giving source of energy. 

c) And,  we enjoy each other more when its always our choice to participate in the way we do... so remember not to accept an assignment you don't want to do!  And don't press someone into service who is reluctant to turn you down, but doesn't really want to do the particular thing that needs doing just now.  Having free choice about our involvement in congregational life makes everyone happy.

 I've heard people say  "I always feel energized at the end of a Sunday service."  or when there is a meeting and people don't leave right away...but stand around for a while chatting -- you know we are enjoying ourselves/each other/ the community.

2)  Support the common good. and 3)  practice mutual care.

Noticing and promoting the common good is so counter-cultural.  

Wanting to win, making it on our own, refusing to ask for help -- these are competitive, individualistic principles that permeate the dominant culture...the white European culture - whose ancestors left home villages for adventure and profit...

The first immigrants to this continent wanted to strike out on their own/ or maybe had to...and what they passed down generationally was the spirit that propelled them to survive in a new land.   These principles are outdated;  in a spiritual community, they are hurtful and destructive.

We can learn from people with different communal DNA...

In Salsa, Soul, and Spirit, Juana Bordas tells about survival among American Indians, blacks and Latinos: She says as oppressed  and thereby poor peoples,   they needed each other in order to survive.  One time one needed help and the next time, the helper became the helped.

  Still today, these leaders need to see what members of the group have in common so the group's power can be brought to bear on the situation, which can never be addressed individually.

  For all of us, we can't address the rapid decline of the level of water in the Ogalla Aquifer as individuals or climate change - we can't address that even as a single country. 

 We can't pay for and maintain a Fellowship building as individuals...or why would we...  

Caring for each other's specific needs - physical, emotional, spiritual - helps us see what the common good is.   What I see is that sometimes we just need another angle on the problem we're facing..."ah, I hadn't thought of it that way... now I see how I can help myself."

 We can ask ourselves how to prevent the harm we're addressing -- like the Compassion fund developed when we wanted to help a member and didn't want it to be only about that one person....  Based on the 2 member-initiated fundraisers for the Compassion Fund, along with initial donations, we can see that we support this idea and are willing to be generous toward its implementation.

4)  Welcome and invite creative initiative.

  It can get quite comfortable coming to the playground at the same time, doing soothing things in the same way, seeing familiar faces we know like us and wish us well.  pushing the merry-go-round at the same speed...swinging just so high and not more...  well, you get the idea.  You know how easy it is to make the Fellowship a sanctuary because it can be ugly out there...

But as you may know from watching yourself stagnate...when you aren't growing, you're dying...and this is surely how it works in religious community:

so, here we go -- new thought, new action, new people, new discomforts...

that's adaptive leadership:  leadership for our times, which is not limited to encouragement, but which asks difficult and courageous questions, challenges how things have always gone, and is enthusiastically ready to experiment.

Let's look again at the definition of leadership as activity:

"Leadership is action, not position... it often occurs behind the scenes.  Leadership is about the willingness to accept challenges  and avoid the path of least resistance and motivate others to join in .

Leadership is collaborative;  when challenges are complex, there needs to be hard choices and no one can do this alone.   Leadership can be learned .

Stepping out with an idea for change that is likely to be resisted is not comfortable.  Standing up for a new or unpopular idea isn't comfortable either.  Even asking a difficult question or saying an unpopular truth is not comfortable.

Adaptive leadership theory says that when things are totally comfortable, it means there is a dearth of leadership and someone needs to "turn up the heat":

So, a leader would ask whether we're doing our best;  ask whether our resources are being put to uses that make for moving into the future.

If an aspiration for our religious community is that it be dynamically democratic, with space for fresh ways to affirm and promote our principles and values -- 

and if that's not happening...if there's a gap between how things are and the aspiration...

then we need to be looking at how we're valuing our comfort or conservation over creative challenges.

There's no technical fix for an adaptive issue -- its about assessing what needs to stay the same in order to be who we are at our core...and saying yes to fresh initiatives/ to fresh leadership.  Since there are limits to energy and money, some things need to be released...to accept when experiments don't work  while also  never, never giving up on small experiments/ trying new approaches to express who we are and what we're about.

5)  Allow yourself to change.

Most likely, these approaches to leadership are different than what you've heard before and different than what we have previously called leadership when people in positions of power did it.

I don't want to distract us by pointing to Congress, which has been much in the news lately, but it can't be helped:  Congress is elected to lead the country but it hasn't been working--

I'm calling it the Block, Blackmail, and Blame approach to governing- which has nothing to do with leadership:

All too often, it has been called a success to block someone else's suggested solution without offering one yourself.  This is using power in the sense of control...as if you were blocking in order to protect, rather than problem-solving...for the possible good of all.   When we find ourselves blocking something someone has suggested in congregational life, the introspective question could be:  Why don't I want their idea to succeed?  What or who am I protecting from change?

Group blackmail happens in Congress (or anywhere)  when people walk out of meetings because things aren't going their way.  The playground statement would be : Unless we play my game/ we do it my way, I'm not going to play.  or silently, its picking up their ball and going home in the middle of the game.

Too many times, I've watched members in all of the congregations I've served resort to this approach to asserting their personal power.  Its not fun for anyone.

  The positive alternative would be to say "this issue is very important to me. " And maybe adding, "I need some help seeing how the direction we're moving is good for everyone."

Leadership is not about getting our way...in difficult times, it  might only be about trying to see the situation from the broadest perspective:

Adaptive leadership calls it "going to the balcony" -- to try to see from other peoples' points of view and the view of what's good for the whole.

With the higher view, the feeling or fact we've been holding on to as if it was pure truth comes down to its real size - much smaller than we first believed.

A skillful leader can learn how to respond to blackmail in a helpful way:

An active response to an "unless I get my way I won't play" statement is to seek to clarify the need/  what is it the person needs...and its often to know they are valuable.

So the even-tempered response would be something like - I'd really miss you if you left; you make huge contributions here...  

 and then, of course, to gladly forgive the blackmailer for stumbling a bit in the way they ask for validation...

And then there is blaming.  Doesn't it get tiresome?  It not my fault, its his/hers...its the voters' fault...  I think its the pervasiveness of blame that has given me more cause for cynicism in relation to electoral politics than anything else.  

Blaming others is generally not part of congregational culture - despite how common  it is among elected officials 

This shows us that we can distinguish ourselves from position-based officials and choose to lead in a different way - a thoughtful and appreciative way....

Its only in community that we can rub against each other sufficiently for our rough edges to be polished smooth...it requires relationships for this to happen...and I come back to spiritual community again and again in order to be made different/some might say to be re-born...  because I'm not yet the person I aspire to be.  I need spiritual community with all its discomforts, joys, and satisfactions...

And sometimes we just aren't up to it: If we don't feel like learning about others, changing our approach, enjoying letting go of one idea and having it be replaced by another...then it might not be the right time to participate...and that's a valid choice for anyone:  I'm not up to it today; I need to take a walk instead.  This is being in charge of one's self, without causing harm.

It can be a huge change to imagine that church life can go on without us -- for this one meeting...And isn't that something to celebrate!

6)  Grateful celebration is the closure to every appreciative inquiry effort:

I believe we have caring, resourceful, creative people in our Fellowship and we work well together to make thoughtful and generous activities/events happen.   Thanking and honoring each other for our contributions is one thing that  keeps us going.  It also changes us -- to thank or to be thanked is as good as swinging really high or kicking a home run in terms of our self-esteem and bonding with our team.

Bordas says "gracias" not only means Thanks, but also "grace" -- so that hope and forgiveness are part of all celebrations that offer honor and gratitude.

Congregational life is a great location for looking back in forgiveness and forward in hope...practicing how we want to be in our whole lives.

We know that making a gratitude list each day helps an individual remember what's positive in their life.

Similarly, having public and private expressions of gratitude as part of congregational culture can keep us aware that generosity and connection are what we're made of.  We do this already, and we could do it more:  we could build thanks into more worship services and we could include it in more meetings.  We could support each other when we are publicly grateful or when we lift up a person who is demonstrating UU values in the congregation or in the rest of their life.

Leadership on the playground has a kind of innocence;  its about enjoying each other and making the best of whatever is available in the present moment.  Exercising leadership  allows us to be our best/ to change into a person who is less concerned with getting their way and more concerned with contributing to the best overall solution.

I invite you to commit that you won't pick up your ball and go home...that you will try to go up  to the balcony/see with a wider view, and that you will allow yourself to be changed by being together. 

Allow yourself to smile when you see new people taking initiative/ picking up leadership  - even when they suggest something you would never have thought of.  I will join you in this leadership commitment.

Its something to celebrate -- that we have this place of forgiveness, hope and joyful engagement - where all are welcome.  Leadership is not a position, its action; and 

"We are the ones we have been waiting for."

##

Description:     Start here:  Life is Good. Move into choices. Pause.  Welcome creative collaborators. Experiment.  Notice surprises.  Let it all go.  Return to start.

Children's Moment Conversation:

Teach the adults about playing:   Where do you play that isn't inside someone's house?  When would the sayings you just heard come up? how else might you say it?

Who would you pretend you were or did you pretend you were when you were younger?

Does anyone play on a team?  How is that the same or different?

MEDITATION on Universal Kinship:  

from Salsa, Soul, and Spirit  (p. 158)

For this meditation, please open your eyes, look around and allow yourself to experience human connectedness and what's real for you about the ancient belief that human beings are one family.

Please repeat the phrase after me;  we will say all of the phrases in English rather than the original language and we will say them 3 times:

We are one heart

We are all related

We are all siblings and kin

We are all together on the inside

I am a person because of other people.

As we close this meditation, please take a few restorative breaths and notice any sensations resulting from your focus on universal kinship.

First READING .   (from congregation)

Do you want to play?

Let's pretend we're  ______;  

Watch me! Watch me!  Watch me!

Let's play my game first, and then we'll play your game.

I can go faster than you.

I'm done with this.

Let's all go faster/higher.  Isn't this fun?

If you don't do what I want, I won't play.

Thank you for playing.

2nd Reading -  from Salsa, Soul, and Spirit:  Leadership for a Multicultural Age by Juana Bordas

(The following principles of leading come from non-European cultures are for increased effectiveness in a multicultural world:)

"Learn from the past

Have a collective sense of community

Treat each other as relatives

Act generously and do not take more than your share

Practice gratitude, hope, and forgiveness

Have an indomitable hope for our future...

These are all universally inspiring values that can uplift humanity and heal our fragile planet.  Likewise, defining leaders as guardians of the public welfare with a responsibility to tend to the common good is an ancient tradition and one to hold up as the Excalibur of leadership.  All culture benefit from leaders who function as community stewards, are honest and respectful of others, have high integrity, and set the standard for others to emulate.  As one among equals, these leaders share responsibility and develop a community of leaders who can guide the positive evolution of our planet.

Multicultural leadership reflects humanistic values that promote justice and equality and integrate spiritual responsibility and social accountability.

As the Hopi Elders have said:  'All that we do now must be done in a sacred manner and in celebration.  We are the ones we have been waiting for.'"  (pp. 200-01)

