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Dedication
For Pema Chödrön who, with pure insight and compassion, led me onto
the path of warriorship and continues to guide me ever deeper
and
For the Warriors for the Human Spirit who have joined me in training so
we might learn how best to serve this time

The Warriors arise
when the people need protection

We don’t have to wait for
some grand utopian future.
The future is an infinite
succession of presents,
and to live now as we think
human beings should live,
in defiance of all that is
bad around us, is itself
a marvelous victory.
— Howard Zinn, historian

What This World Needs
This world does not need more entrepreneurs.
This world does not need more technology breakthroughs.
This world needs leaders.
We need leaders who put service over self, who can be
steadfast through crises and failures, who want to stay
present and make a difference to the people, situations, and
causes they care about.
We need leaders who are committed to serving people, who
recognize what is being lost in the haste to dominate, ignore,
and abuse the human spirit.
We need leaders because leadership has been debased
as those who take things to scale or are first to market or
dominate the competition or develop killer apps. Or hold onto
power by constantly tightening their stranglehold of fear until
people are left lifeless and cowering.
We need leaders now because we have failed to implement
what was known to work, what would have prevented or
mitigated the rise of hatred, violence, poverty, and ecological

destruction. We have not failed from a lack of ideas and
technologies. We have failed from a lack of will. The solutions
we needed were already here.
Now it is too late. We cannot solve these global issues
globally. We can see them clearly. We can understand their
root causes. We have evidence of solutions that would have
solved them. But we refused to compromise, to collaborate, to
persevere in resolving them as an intelligent, creative species
living on one precious planet.
Now it’s up to us, not as global leaders but as local leaders.
We can lead people to create positive changes locally that
make life easier and more sustainable, that create possibility
in the midst of global decline.
Let us use whatever power and influence we have, working
with whatever resources are already available, mobilizing the
people who are with us to work for what they care about.
As President Teddy Roosevelt enjoined us:
Do what you can, with what you have, where you are.
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Let your wisdom as a human being
connect with the power
of things as they are.
— Chögyam Trungpa, Buddhist teacher

OPENING

An Invitation to the
Nobility of Leadership
It is possible, in this time of profound disruption, for leadership to be a
noble profession that contributes to the common good. It is possible,
as we face the fearful complexity of life-destroying problems, to
experience recurring moments of grace and joy. It is possible, as leaders
of organizations, communities, and families, to discover deep and abiding
satisfaction in our work if we choose not to flee or withdraw from reality.
It is possible to find a path of contribution and meaning if we turn our
attention away from issues beyond our control and focus on the people
around us who are yearning for good leadership and engage them in work
that is within reach. It is possible to use our influence and power to create
islands of sanity in the midst of a raging destructive sea.

So much is possible if we consciously and
wisely choose how best to step forward
as leaders for this time.
This is a book that offers a path for leaders to engage well and sanely
with the destructive dynamics of this time that now manifest at every
level, from individual to organizational to global. We enter the path by
bravely facing reality, willing to see with clarity and discernment where we
are and how we got here. We seek to understand the forces at work that
created this present world, not the one we have spent long years laboring
to create, but a world that increasingly harms most and benefits scant
few, a world stubbornly spiraling toward self-destruction.
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Many of us feel that we have no choice but to protect ourselves from
the increasing harshness and horrors of this world by withdrawing,
staying busy with minor tasks, suppressing emotions of despair, grief,
powerlessness. Some seek comfort by denial, creating personal bubbles
to shut the world out. But the desperate effort that goes into withdrawal,
suppression, and denial robs us of the very energy we need to be good
leaders. The energy now spent on self-protection can be converted into
positive energy if we’re willing to encounter reality and see it clearly.
Facing reality is an empowering act—it can liberate our mind and heart
to discern how best to use our power and influence in service for this time.

We cannot change
the way the world is,
but by opening to the world
as it is we may discover that
gentleness, decency and bravery
are available, not only to us,
but to all human beings.
Chögyam Trungpa, Buddhist teacher
OPENING
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What Time Is It
on the Clock of the World?

1

It is accurate to label this time as uncertain and chaotic, spinning wildly
out of control.2 Every day we experience disruption, swerves in direction,
short-term decisions that undo the future, propaganda, slander, lies,
blame, denial, violence. Communities and nations are disrupted by
terrorist acts, cumbersome bureaucracies block services, people retreat
in self-protection and lash out in fear, angry people strike back at their
governments, leaders stridently promise security and outcomes that we
know can’t be true, tensions between people reach hateful proportions,
and confusion and exhaustion sink us into despair and cynicism. This is
the age of retreat: from one another, from values that held us together,
from ideas and practices that encouraged inclusion, from faith in leaders,
from belief in basic human goodness.
There are some who define this chaotic time as filled with potential,
basing their hopefulness on the workings of chaos described in new
science. They want to “blow up” the current system or contribute
to its quick demise and use the ensuing chaos as the opportunity
to create healthy new systems. Their hope is based on an innocent
misunderstanding of the chaos cycle. Chaos can be a generative force for
change, or a cause for disintegration and death. Either way, it requires a
descent into chaos, when everything falls apart. It is this part of the cycle
that we need to prepare for.
The chaos cycle is triggered by changes in the environment; these
external changes force the system to abandon its old ways and respond
to the new. Everything that held it together—its beliefs, meanings, and
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structures—no longer work now that the environment has changed. And
so the system falls apart. It descends into chaos and finally reaches a
bifurcation point, where it has two choices: Either it can reorganize using
new beliefs and structures that work well in the changed environment. Or
it can insist on the old ways, fail to reorganize itself, and die. Both rebirth
and death are possible as an outcome of the passage through chaos.
So there is a slight basis for those who welcome in this time of disruption
and chaos as the means to create healthier, more humane and lifeaffirming ways of living on this planet, for as long as the planet will have
us. But we can’t get there from here without traversing through the falling
apart stage. We cannot simply leap to new ways of being; first we must
prepare for disintegration and collapse.

The ceremony of
innocence is drowned;
The best lack all conviction,
while the worst
Are full of passionate intensity.
W. B. Yeats, “The Second Coming”
OPENING
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Systems that are failing now will continue to deteriorate. Uncertainty,
confusion, and fear will continue to predominate. People will withdraw
further into self-protection and strike out at those different from
themselves. Corrupt leaders will intensify their false promises, and people
will subjugate themselves to their control. The chaos cycle predicts this
has to happen, that things must fall apart. And human history documents
in astonishingly clear detail the pattern of collapse that all civilizations go
through.

This book is born of my desire to summon us to
be leaders for this time as things fall apart, to reclaim
leadership as a noble profession that creates
possibility and humaneness in the midst of
increasing fear and turmoil.
I know it is possible for leaders to use their power and influence, their
insight and compassion, to lead people back to an understanding of who
we are as human beings, to create the conditions for our basic human
qualities of generosity, contribution, community, and love to be evoked no
matter what. I know it is possible to experience grace and joy in the midst
of tragedy and loss. I know it is possible to create islands of sanity in the
midst of wildly disruptive seas. I know it is possible because I have worked
with leaders over many years in places that knew chaos and breakdown
long before this moment. And I have studied enough history to know that
such leaders always arise when they are most needed.
Now it’s our turn.

8

WHO DO WE CHOOSE TO BE?

OPENING

Who Do We Choose to Be?
This needs to be stated clearly at the outset: we can no longer solve the
global problems of this time at large-scale levels: poverty, economics,
climate change, violence, dehumanization.3 Even though the solutions
have been available for a very long time, they require conditions to
implement them that are not available: political courage, collaboration
across national boundaries, compassion that supersedes self-interest and
greed. These are not only the failings of our specific time in history; they
occur in all civilizations at the end of their life cycle.
This is a bitter pill for activists and all people with discerning, open
hearts. We understand the complexity of global problems, we have
thought systemically to define root causes, we have proposed meaningful
solutions, but we are impotent to influence those in power who ignore our
efforts.4

The powerful always defend the status quo because it
is the source of their power and privilege. Any change
that benefits others would destroy their position. And
their position is all they care about defending.
As a lifelong activist focused on changing leadership in large systems, as
one still inside those large systems as a consultant, advisor, and friend,
I realized years ago that large-scale change was not possible. Leaders
were grasping for control, overreacting to crises rather than thinking
systemically, treating people as “units” rather than as humans. Yet I also
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met and worked with extraordinary leaders who were creating islands of
sanity where good work still got done and where people enjoyed healthy
relationships in the midst of chaotic conditions, fierce opposition, heartbreaking defeats, lack of support, isolation, loneliness, and slander. I have
been with them in circumstances that caused most other leaders to give
up and walk away yet still they kept going. You will learn about a few of
them in these pages.
Several years ago, in the face of irreversible global problems and the
devolution of leadership, I began to challenge every leader I met with
these questions: Who do you choose to be for this time? Are you willing
to use whatever power and influence you have to create islands of sanity
that evoke and rely on our best human qualities to create, produce, and
persevere?
Now I’m asking you.
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