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Study Leave Project 2009 

An Exploration of the Circles of Trust® model for Leadership Development. 
 

At the beginning of the year a number of things came together. Last 

year my colleague at the university, the Rev Jemma Allen, had loaned 

me a book by Parker Palmer called A Hidden Wholeness: The Journey 

Toward an Undivided Life. The content I found so profound that I 

ordered my own copy and it arrived towards the end of the year. 

Not long after I finished reading it, and a second one of Palmer‘s The 

Promise of Paradox:  A Celebration of Contradictions in the 

Christian Life then the March/April issue of Weavings: A Journal of 

the Christian Spiritual Life arrived with the whole issue based on the 

work being done at the Center for Courage and Renewal which is 

the organization which has built up around Parker‘s methodology 

and from which context A Hidden Wholeness was written. That gave 

me access to the Center‘s web site where I found the retreat 

programme and the list of facilitators, which included Janet Smith 

who is Deputy Head of the School of Education at the University of 

Canberra. From contact with her I found that she was leading one 

of the Courage to Lead® retreats in July of this year. 

 

Using that as the stimulus I applied for study leave which would 

include attending the retreat, reflecting on the methodology and 

do wider reading around the area of leadership and how it might 

all come together. The parish and Presbytery Ministry committee 

were all very supportive and have encouraged me in this 

exploration.  

 

Another set of conversations helped flesh out my project. These 

were with my colleague on the Waikato JRC‘s Pastoral Oversight 

Committee, the Ven Anne Mills. She had worked for her thesis on the 

area of Transformational Leadership in the Church in New Zealand 

and knew of the work of Parker Palmer. She has generously supplied 

me with a wide range of books on the topic as well as her thesis.  

 

A further stimulus came from my supervisor, Paul Flanagan, who saw 

the possibility of a paper being able to be offered for the 

forthcoming NZAC Conference here in Hamilton in September. This 

had a daunting element to it in that I was offering to talk about 

something that I hadn‘t yet experienced, but it also had the spur of 

keeping things focussed in terms of how I might present the material. 

Paul also offered the suggestion that rather than try to write one 

major piece of work, I might look at writing a series of pieces, (I 

hesitate to call them essays as they seem to vary in style and length) 

which explore the experience and various issues I have identified. 

 

Armed with all this I set out to Canberra and participated in the 

retreat. It was based at Warrambui Retreat and Conference Centre, a 



Lutheran Church enterprise, at Murrumbateman, and is about an 

hour north west of Canberra. This was a three-day event, finishing 

on the Sunday afternoon. It was co-facilitated by Janet Smith and 

Sally Hare, a facilitator in the work from South Carolina. On the 

Monday a group of us who wanted to explore the organisational 

side of the work in Australasia, met for the morning. That finished 

the Australian side of my experience and I returned and domiciled 

myself at Aotea Harbour for the majority of the remaining time. 

 

I would like to acknowledge the following who have assisted me in 

this period: Scots Presbyterian Church, for releasing me for this time; 

the Knox Centre for Ministry & Leadership, for the Study Grant; The 

Bill and Margaret Best Travel Fund for their grant; and the New 

Vision Foundation of the Presbyterian Savings and Development 

Society for their grant; and Lex and Chris Grocott for the kind use 

of their house above the harbour at Aotea. Above all, I cherish the 

support and encouragement given to me by Denise, my wife and 

constant companion on the journey. 



Courage to Lead® 

The workshop outline with reflections: 
 

Session 1  

Opening Circle – The Courage to Lead 
Each circle began with a ―third thing,‖ usually a poem which had 

been chosen for its ability to address the theme of the session. The 

first reading was done, then an invitation to read it again stanza 

by stanza as each felt it their piece to read. This gave a second set of 

voices to hear the piece again. Then a third reading where a phrase 

or word from the piece was offered with a reflection on what it 

evoked. All by invitation and no discussion of what ―interpretation‖ 

was being given took place. The key was identifying what was evoked 

from within, not whether it was a ―true‖ interpretation or not, and 

then hearing that in the company of the responses of others. On 

occasion the facilitator sometimes has to remind the group of the 

voice of the poem, or piece of work itself. 

 

Creating the Circle 
Without denying or abandoning the outer world we must reclaim 

the reality and power of our inner lives.  In a ―circle of trust‖ we 

create a space in which the noise within and the noise around, can 

subside and we can discern the voice of our inner teacher, which 

will allow us to reclaim our wholeness. 

The focus of the work is the identity and integrity of each person 

Each of us has access to an inner source of truth that can be 

accessed to guide the work we do, but one often ignored in our 

professional education and service training. 

In the trustworthy space we stay in relationship with one another, 

neither trying to fix nor ignoring one another by simply listening 

for and speaking our own truth without fear as others do the 

same. 

There is active use of metaphorical material – ―third things‖ – that 

allows us to move into the deeper questions of meaning and purpose 

in our lives that arise in our work and in ourselves. 

We create a space for the respectful, evocative and yet challenging 

enquiry about the inner dimensions of our work. One of the 

paradoxes of this work is that while we ourselves can only do our 

own inner work, we can do in the community of others what we 

sometimes cannot do alone. By being given a space to hear our own 

―inner teachers‖ we also find, surprisingly, the courage to lead. 

 

What’s in the Heart? 
What’s around the Heart? 
Begin looking at the disturbances of the heart/soul/spirit. 
The focus of the work of the retreat is of creating a safe space for the soul to emerge,  
so the inner teacher can begin its work. 



It is work too “big”  
daunting 
hard  
difficult to do alone 
 

Language about the soul. 
 From the outside it is the smallest thing 
 From the inside it encompasses the whole universe and more 
 

 

 

 

The process is explained first through the following Boundary 

Markers 

 Be 100% here 

 Presume welcome and extend it also 

 It‘s not about share or die. It is always by invitation and never 

demand. 

 Speak your Truth into the circle always respecting the Truths 

of others (This means No  Fixing!) 

 When it is hard, turn to wonder 

 See others and yourselves with ―soft eyes‖ 

 Hear others – especially yourself, your own inner teacher. 

 Welcome silence 

 Let the beauty we love be what we do 

 Protect confidentiality: use deep and double confidentiality 

 

Some notes: 
Many of these once stated seem obvious, yet put together they give a 

different cast to the ambience that is developed. 

Some examples: 

Presume Welcome. All the participants had in some way sought an 

invitation and been given one. Yes there was a formal enrolment 

process, but that was in response to the invitation, so a welcome 

was extended, and having had one extended to each of us, it was to 

us to extend the welcome shared. 

 

It’s not Share or Die! There is an image of the soul being present as a 

shy but wild animal. If anything is forced the soul will shy away 

and become inaccessible. However, I discovered there is a counter-

intuition that is still there in the form of invitation. If I don‘t 

share, I will surely die! 

 

No Fixing! With a circle of ministers, teachers, counsellors, scientists, 

educationalists, executives and consultants, the number of people 

with high ―fixing‖ ability was considerable. For many of us including 

myself this was one of the greatest temptations of the weekend. The 

problem with this temptation is that in attending to the ―problem‖ 

of the other there is a great chance that you will miss the learning 



being offered to you by your inner teacher. The soul doesn‘t need 

―fixing‖! 

 

When it is Hard, Wonder.  In other words sit with the hardness 

that has arisen for you. It may have come in response to someone 

else‘s truth being spoken that has resonated with your inner truth. 

Sit and wonder why this was so. 

 

“Soft Eyes” Recognise that in seeing the other speak from their 

truth they are not saying all of their story, so that it is difficult 

to look in judgement, to look with ―hard eyes.‖ Look with love. 

 

Welcome Silence. So often in our busy lives there is that hidden 

awareness of the Tragic Gap – that gap between what is and what 

could and should be. What sometimes happens for us is that we 

consciously avoid addressing the issues surrounding our ―gap‖ so 

when silence comes the questions from our inner world, (and 

sometimes the outer world) arise unbidden and we hide ourselves 

from them by filling the silence with noise. In these circles of trust is 

an opportunity to hear what is there in the silence. 

 

Double Confidentiality. This is especially important in the 

Clearness Committees. It is where not only what is said in the group 

stays in the group. It is where no one from the group can come and 

ask you how matters progressed, but you are able to initiate such a 

conversation on ―your work‖ 

 

A Sabbath Box. A simple device to name those burdens, responsibilities 

and other things you are carrying but for the time of the retreat 

by the naming and writing to take them off your shoulders to be 

picked up (if necessary) again as we left. 

 

 

Session 2 

Beginning the Journey 
The first question brought me up short 
What makes me feel most Alive? 
The images of both journey and dance were used to help turn our 

attention to the soul. In our culture utility is the thing. How then 

do we approach the utility of the soul? Do we see the soul as ―useful‖ 

and if we can‘t, do we then ignore the soul‘s needs in our lives. 

A journey often has the sense of purpose, but it also has the 

potential to become mundane and purposeless, or dire and daunting. 

A dance, on the other hand, has something of the celebration of life 

itself built into it. This is paradoxically so in those cultures which 

incorporate dance into the celebrations at the time of death. Death 

has come, but still life goes on let the dance continue. 

 

As our responses were being shared to this most important question, 

I found my eyes hardening, and my fixing mode beginning to operate. 



The awareness of this came to me simply as an inner invitation, ―I 

don‘t have to judge! The question was ―What makes me feel most 

alive?‖ 

I am unique so only I have the unique answer to that question for 

me. That freed me to listen to the other unique answers being given 

to that question. While some used the previous answer or answers 

for a springboard to their own response, the circle invited only the 

speaking of one‘s own Truth into its centre, not an analysis of 

what other‘s had said or were saying. As a result of the commitment 

to that Boundary Marker, some of us were able to hear our own 

truth much more clearly. 

 

One of the tasks of the retreat was the bringing of our personal 

and professional life together. In order to do that we needed to 

pause on the way and recognise what we were bringing along. This 

was variously described as birthright gifts, seeds of the self, spiritual 

DNA and threads that wove into the cloth of our life‘s journey. 

The invitation was to identify five of these and share in triads them 

and their significance for you with three questions to guide our 

reflection. 

 What was it about me at this time that made it a meaningful 

experience? 

 What was it about the event, the other person that gave it 

meaning? 

 What did you learn about yourself? 

The reflection back from the other members of the triad was to 

simply identify one or two clear images that arose out of what was 

said that might be present as one of those strands in the whole of 

our living. 

 

Session 3 

Reconnecting Soul and Role 
Time with “The Woodcarver” 

The text used was Thomas Merton‘s translation from Lao Tzu The 

Way of Chang Tzu 

 

The most striking images that came out. 

What is the “work before the work,” those practices that allow me to reconnect soul and role? 
What do I know about  

 guarding 
 nurturing 
 hearing my spirit? 

 
What is my work before the work? 
 
All who saw it were astounded… all thought of your highness and of the court had faded away. 
The place of self-aggrandisement is gone. 
 



The guarding of the spirit relates also to the seduction of the spirit 
– the blandishments of others leading to its own feeling of self-
importance. 
The wood carver experienced a oneness that allowed a natural 
self-effacement to emerge so that he could concentrate on the 
task before him. 
 

The inner and outer work. 
Work with the split shot photograph of a 

turtle surfacing beside a beach. 

What is happening “above water” in your leadership and life? 
What is happening “below water” in your leadership and life at 
the moment? 
 

The image of the Möbius Strip 
To help us get a sense of how we often live divided lives the Möbius 

strip is presented. 

We arrive in this world undivided, whole, and integral. As part of 

our normal development we begin to recognise there is a world out 

there and an inner one, the inner one that is not easy to leave 

unguarded and so we erect a wall. We use this wall to protect the 

most fragile parts of ourselves. Many of us find that it is in our 

working lives that need is highest, but in reinforcing it for public 

assault, that makes it more difficult to dismantle it in the company 

of family and friends, and further it allows us to keep ourselves 

hidden from ourselves as well. There is another tragic gap 

developing, that of our onstage performance and the backstage 

reality. 

Recognising this we begin a search for integration, the yearning to 

be centred. We fold the wall around us like a ring. However there is 

still an ―inside‖ and an ―outside‖ and when we hear our truth from 

within we can use this to maintain a divided life, falling short of 

openhearted engagement with the world. 

If we take the strip and give one twist and join the ends we now 

have something else, a Möbius strip. This is a form that has no inside 

or outside. It is a metaphor for life itself – ultimately there is one 

reality, there is no inner and no outer. We are constantly engaged 

in a seamless exchange between whatever is ―out there‖ and whatever 

is ―in here.‖ 

 

The implications are 

profound in a culture that 

separates inner from outer, 

private from public, personal 

from professional. It 

suggests that these are 

never separated. In fact the 

lack of acknowledgement 

that such a state of affairs 

exists create unsafe 
M.C. Escher's woodcut "Möbius Strip II" 



situations where we think we can mask who we are, where we delude 

ourselves, masking the situation less trustworthy for others, and 

contributes to the sense of danger that inhibits others from 

investing of themselves. 

 

Recognising this allows us to become integrated, whole. Of course it 

is a different sort of wholeness to that of a newborn child. It 

would be facile to try to reduce it to ―embracing the inner child.‖ As 

adults we have burdens and challenges that children have yet to 

come to – the burden of failures, betrayals and griefs; the challenges 

of our skills and gifts, of our visions. We must learn anew how to 

negotiate life gracefully and soul-fully. 

  

Preparation for the Clearness Committee. 
Each committee has a focus person who brings an issue relating to 

their personal life or work (or both) they want clarity on. 

Committees are smaller Circles of Trust made up of the focus person 

and ideally between four to six people. The task for the focus person 

is three-fold.  

 Identifying the problem as best as able 

 Offering background information that bears directly on the 

problem 

 Naming whatever clues there may be on the horizon about 

where you are headed with the problem. 

There is no need for a full autobiography as that will take too 

long and will still only be a selective presentation of your life 

narrative. 

One reflection from a narrative therapist at the weekend helped me 

understand the process a bit better. Their skills were directed at 

analytical listening. In terms of the threads we used earlier. They 

spoke in terms of keeping the thread. This process was one of engaged 

listening, of simply listening to the person and listening for the 

truth within themselves. 

The analytical listener was, from one perspective, keeping the thread 

all right, but keeping the focus person‘s thread on their own loom 

which creates a power imbalance and is not helpful in this process. In 

this engaged listening process the task of the committee member was 

to look after their thread while the focus person looked after 

theirs. 

Even though the group hadn‘t been together for more than an 

evening and a morning, the focus persons were asked whether there 

were any particular members they wanted or didn‘t want on their 

committee. No reasons were asked for either way. 

 

The Courage for Renewal Center runs a two-year series of 8 retreats 

where the committees are established and set for the whole period. 

Each of these ways offers a different set of insights. The single 

retreat allows the focus person to hear from the diversity that is 

present. The eight-retreat pattern allows for the unfolding of the 

exploration by each member in the company of familiar people. Each 

has its limitations and each has its strengths. 



 

The role of the facilitators in this setting is crucial as they try to 

match up participants from the personal statements and the 

preferences of the focus person. The second aspect is the preparation 

of the committee members and focus people in the Circle of Trust so 

that everyone knows the process. 

 

 The first quarter hour of the two-hour period is for the 

focus person to describe their issue without interruption. Once 

again there is an emphasis on the use and welcoming of silence. 

For some focus people it would be the first time they may have 

voiced their issue out loud and need to hear it themselves as 

well.  

 After that period is over then the next hour and a half is for 

questions only, and not just any sort of question. The only 

way committee members may speak is to ask brief, honest and 

open questions. The questions should be gently paced with 

periods of silence between question and response. Questions 

should not point to possible solutions that you think you see. 

Nor should they simply be asked to satisfy curiosity. Rather 

they are there to support the focus person‘s inner journey. 

Open, honest questions are questions you don‘t or can‘t know 

the answer. As well as that there should be no non-verbal 

engagement. Our tendency is to look at the responses we give 

to questions, or to get cues as to the next question. None of 

this is necessary in this space as the goal is to communicate 

with true self, not other people. The only responses that count 

are those from within the focus person. This encourages 

truthful speaking and receptive listening. This helps draw the 

focus person into a space that honours and welcomes the 

soul, and the realisation that because in this place no one else 

needs to be convinced of anything, there is no one left to 

fool except myself. To hear yourself truly in such a place is a 

powerful experience. 

 

 At the conclusion of that time the focus person is asked 

whether they want more questions or whether they are ready 

for mirroring. This has three forms. The first is to mirror back a 

question and their answer; both being direct quotes and not 

paraphrases. The second is to quote two or three answers 

given inviting the focus person to look at them in relation to 

one another. Doing this suggests a pattern but this may not be 

hinted at in any way. Whether the focus person sees such is up 

to them, and whether they reflect out loud or not is also up 

to them. The last form of mirroring relates to the focus 

person‘s body language. This can be described to them clearly 

but not interpreted. 

 In the last five minutes the committee then offers affirmations 

and celebrations. The closing off of the work has two other 

bits to it. The first is that all the notes and jottings that the 

committee made to help keep track of the questions and 



journey over the two hours are given to the focus person. 

Later on this will provide them with more assistance as they 

continue to work with the issue and see again what their soul 

was saying at that time. The second is a reminder about the 

double confidentiality. Having been in such an intimate space 

with another the temptation is there to want to follow up 

with parts of the process. 

 

The image that is presented to the committee before they go off is 

that they are to hold the soul of the focus person as if holding a 

small bird in the palms of the hands. It is an image that helps with 

the three temptations. One is having our hands close around the 

bird and then trying to see what makes it tick. The second is to get 

tired of holding it and lay the bird down. If this happens then we 

are no longer holding the soul of the other at the centre of our 

awareness. Lastly, especially towards the end of the process, we may 

find our cupped hands wanting to subtly encourage the bird to fly. 

The soul being held will know when it is time to fly. 

 

Session 4 

Resting and Reflecting on the Journey – a time of 

solitude. 
For those of us who were to be focus people we were advised to use 

the beginning of the time to clarify as best we could our issues and 

then use the rest of the time for rest. First I wrote out the issue to 

be explored, summarising as best I could the main threads. I then 

found my meditative discipline worked and prepared me to be open to 

what followed 

 

Session 5 

Clearness Committees – The Paradox of taking the 

Individual Journey in Community. 
In rereading the notes taken during my time as a focus person I was 

surprised and even a little overwhelmed at what I covered in the 

hour and a half. 

The time sped by. It was as if we had had time suspended for that 

period. 

The questions?  

I found nearly all were helpful, even those that weren‘t as brief as 

they might have been. I had a committee of five. Despite a sense that a 

couple of them wanted to ―fix‖ some things for me initially, by using 

silence and reflection before answering aloud, I was able to use 

their questions. The simple thing was that they were there to 

support me in my search and were trying their best to do that. All I 

had to do was trust that that was so, and it was, and I did. 

The most difficult part was my wanting to engage them by eye 

contact. I had positioned myself so that I had the late afternoon 

and early evening light coming into my eyes and that meant too 

that their faces were cast in shadow. Once we got underway 



though, none of that seemed to matter as I searched and 

questioned my inner self. 

The real surprise was finding that having struggled with the 

problem the way I had outlined and shaped and defined it, that it 

was not the issue I needed to work on. From my reading and from 

our facilitators I understood that this was not necessarily a 

failure of the process. Rather, by being able to hear my inner self it 

has given me a clearer path to explore. 

The mirroring was the real surprise for me. I was hearing the words 

and finding them all well and good, but the one mirror held up 

about my body language response for one question gave me more 

insight than anything else I received that afternoon and confirmed 

my feeling that the issue was a smokescreen for something else. 

 

Session 6 

Dancing with Paradox and Hope 
The session began with a debriefing about the committee process. One 

of the common threads that came out was how some members often 

found that their focus person was wrestling with the same sorts of 

issues. Having been prepared beforehand they found that they were 

able to sit with the focus person and support them while at the same 

time working on their own stuff as their soul spoke in the same safe 

place, even as their focus was on another‘s soul. 

 

The Center for Renewal® program has developed a series based on the 

seasons, especially as the seasons are experienced in the American Mid-

West. They begin in the Autumn or Fall, then follow through to 

Summer. There is a one year and a two year cycle. In the cold winter 

of Warrambui we explored the themes of the winter retreat – 

Paradox and Hope. Much of what was spoken is contained in Parker 

Palmers early book that has recently been reprinted,  ―The Promise of 

Paradox‖ 

 

One of their facilitators is offering the following one year series: 

 

Fall Retreat: Discovering the Seeds of True Self.   
Winter Retreat: Embracing the Paradox of Dormancy and Deep 

Growth.   
Spring Retreat: Renewal in the Midst of Muck and Mire.  

Summer Retreat: Living an Abundant Life.   
Final Retreat: Sustaining Courage for All Seasons. 

 

A paradox is an apparent contradiction 

A contradiction is a contradiction. 

The skill is to discern which is which. 

 

The journaling exercise focussed on Winter – a time of… 

Death and Re-Birth 

The Outlived and the 

Unlived 



We were invited… 

to see what has been outlived in our life and leadership 
to explore what is unlived, yet to be born right now 
to identify any paradoxes in these current changes 
to acknowledge what gives us hope as we face these changes 

 

 

Session 7  

Bridge to the World – Taking our Inner Selves into 

our Outer Worlds 
The first element in this session was a retelling of the weekend using 

images and recollection. 

It was a kind of time travel that encapsulated the weekend in a 

moment‘s speaking, yet at the same time that moment encompassed the 

whole of the time together. 

 

There was the ritual sharing of insights, feelings and strugglings. 

There was a gentle unfolding of us all. It was remarked by more 

than one that we all looked younger and more vital than when we 

arrived on the Friday night. And it wasn‘t just because we were using 

our ―soft eyes.‖ 

 

Even though I may not have had the same insights, the fact that 

others around me have had clarity promises that the process 

faithfully and soulfully attended to will bring me clarity and 

insight. 

 

I am unique and my insight will be unique to me. While our souls 

meld for a time in this sacred space it is my soul‘s truth that will 

free me, heal me, inspire me. 

 

A final reflective journaling exercise was writing a letter to 

ourselves. 

How have you met yourself at the retreat?  
What new glimpses did you find during this time? 
 
What are you taking with you? 
What are you leaving behind? 
What do you want to remember? 
 
What are a few small ways you can continue to attend to yourself and the things you 
identified this weekend? 
 

A conversation about Courage and Renewal 

Work. 
Courage to lead, teach, work for Professionals under siege. 

Social workers, counsellors, teachers, clergy, NFP sector 

workers 

 



The methodology doesn‘t need the facilitators to be experts in the 

particular fields. 

The critical thing about the work is that it is about you working 

as who you are. 

Janet had spent time with the Center and evaluated their cross-

professional programme Courage to Lead. Overwhelmingly the 

responses came back that the retreats worked stunningly well. 

The programme is North America based and has no plans to expand 

and in fact it has taken since 1992 to grow to the point where there 

are about 180 facilitators. One of the keys to the development of 

facilitators is a strong mentoring process. 

However, since Parker Palmer wrote A Hidden Wholeness the 

methodology and process is out in the open and can be used and 

adapted by anyone. The Center is adapting to that in two ways. One 

is it is there as a resource and the other is it is where the work is 

intentionally done with those committed to the ongoing work. 

It is possible to use the circles of trust process in a generic way, but 

Circles of Trust®, Courage to Lead® and the Center for Courage 

and Renewal® are all registered marks and those phrases cannot be 

used without their express permission. 

The feeling was that a minimum of 10 and a maximum of 30 

particiapnts in a circle process would be the range with 20-24 as the 

sweet spot. Sally‘s reflection on that range was that the larger the 

group the more skilled the facilitator needed to be. 

 

 

Session 8 

Closing Circle 
Many retreats are more about escape than engagement and give 

participants a mountaintop experience that cannot be sustained for 

long. Parker Palmer reflected on this for a time before recognising 

that the dynamic was only partly caused by our own feelings of 

inadequacy. Rather they were setups for despair. Having drawn the 

soul out, the soul has to be allowed to withdraw also. 

He puts it this way in A Hidden Wholeness 

―When we leave a circle of trust, we return to the workplace—

or any other arena of life—better able to engage it in life-

giving ways. The inner work we have done in that circle 

reminds us that we are constantly cocreating the world, so 

we need not be victims of it. Now we go into Monday morning 

with new understanding of the ancient admonition ‗I have set 

before you life and death, blessing and curse: therefore choose 

life.‖1 

And finishes the book this way: 

―Knowing with full clarity that the gift of life is ours only 

for a while, we choose to live ‗divided no more‘ simply because it 

would be foolish not to. As we live into that choice, we see 

                                                 
1 P.168. Palmer, P. J. (2004). A Hidden Wholeness: The Journey Toward an Undivided Life. San Francisco: 
Jossey-Bass. 



with new clarity that all life around us is ―something precious 

to the earth,‖ and we find more and more ways to honour the 

soul in ourselves and in every mortal creature.‖2 

 

So we blessed each other in word and silence, blew out the candle, 

those of us who needed to picked up our burdens from the Sabbath 

box, and we went off to lunch and back out into the world with a 

reconnection to our souls, with courage and a hope that we 

would walk much more lightly on the earth. 

 

An Organisational Postscript. 
On the Monday morning a group of us met to explore issues around 

the programme and how it might be developed in an Australasian 

setting. 

Each of us reflected something of the need for more ready access to 

this kind of work. 

There was a congruence which had us all together with the same 

desires for some named &/or unnamed future. 

Without trying a group had emerged from the needs of our 

individual spheres and systems. 

A process for the way forwards needed to be parallel with the 

process for the Circles of Trust. In other words there needed to be 

Intentionality, Boundaries and Safety in the way we proceeded. 

There was quite a bit of discussion about the metaphors needed 

Down Under, that they needed to work. Sally‘s reflection was that 

going from South Carolina to Wisconsin was as much of a culture 

and seasonal dislocation as from South Carolina to Canberra. In 

terms of the Seasonal series we do need to discern our own 

metaphors and what the different seasons bring here. There may be 

point in turning to Maori or Aboriginal naming of the seasons. 

 

Sally also spoke about the Movement model that Parker has 

outlined in the last chapter of Courage to teach. Briefly stated it 

goes like this 

1. An individual is no longer willing to live a divided life. They 

have realised that there is no external sanction or punishment 

that can be worse than what they are doing to themselves. 

2. They then look to find others, to find a community of 

congruence. Here is where we could see the place for circles of 

trust as opposed to Circles of Trust. However, here is also built 

up a rudimentary organisation in order to provide mutual 

support. 

3. Then the movement goes public, comes out into the open. This is 

a dangerous stage because the group potentially has no 

control over what happens. 

4. There are found to be alternative rewards as people realise the 

old ways of doing business are no longer working. It is 

important to live sustainably on the planet in community with 

others similarly minded. 

                                                 
2  P. 186. Ibid. 



 

Here rests another of those paradoxes between movement and 

organisation. The Center for Courage and Renewal is now the 

organisation that supports the movement. Movements always have 

leaders plural. In this case while Parker has been the obvious guide he 

has not developed the work alone and is not the guru. 

 

To use a gardening image. 
Growth in a garden comes from the planting of seeds in prepared 

ground.  

This is like the Center with its intentional facilitator preparation 

and intensive mentoring. 

There is another way and that is from the natural scattering of 

the seeds and their being carried to wherever they will grow. 

This is like A Hidden Wholeness. Parker has shaken the work out into 

the world and others are now starting to grow and develop the 

work also. 

 

Facilitation is the key to it all. Leaders can‘t bring their own stuff 

into the circle, but at the same time they must do some of their own 

work in the circle (paradox again!). 

The Center process for facilitation preparation carries ongoing 

discernment upon entering, during and after training. 

 

Finally a comment on the Circles of Trust process. 

This has developed into a three stage retreat cycle. 

 

 Circle of Trust I:  Living the Undivided Life 

 Circle of Trust II:  Living the Questions. How to get people to 

the place of asking open, honest questions not just in circles 

of trust but in everyday life. 

 Circle of Trust III: Living a Third Way. Life in the Tragic Gap 

 

This allows the development of the work within for each 

participant and strengthens their ability to carry on the work in 

the communities and work settings they come from. 



Further Reflections 
 

I have described the shape of the weekend, now I want to reflect on 

how I got there and what I received out of the experience. 

 

I have been searching for a new way to approach the task of 

leadership in the parish. In a conversation with my colleague Jemma 

Allen last year, she referred me to the work of Parker Palmer 

through the book  ―A Hidden Wholeness.‖ This seemed providential as 

it addressed many of the themes that I have been trying to address. 

Of particular interest were his Circles of Trust and Clearness 

Committees which seemed to me a different way of approaching the 

issues of group dynamics. 

 

At that stage  I simply sat with what I had read and at the same time 

bought his early writing on the place of faith in community called 

―The Promise of Paradox.‖ Then in February of this year my copy of 

Weavings: A Journal of the Christian Spiritual Life for March/April 

arrived. This issue focussed on the work of Parker and the Center 

for Courage and Renewal, particularly as it related to their 

Courage to Lead series of retreats. 

 

This provided not only more material to ponder and meditate on 

but it also provided a link to the Center‘s web site and retreat 

programme. In looking at the range of facilitators I discovered 

that there was one such person in our part of the world, Janet 

Smith, Deputy Head of the School of Education and Community 

Studies, University of Canberra. I contacted her to find she was 

running a retreat in July of this year so I enrolled. 

 

One of the themes that I was introduced to was the ―work before 

the work.‖ This idea runs through much of Parker‘s methodology. It 

is doing the preparatory work necessary before the real work can 

begin. Janet‘s instructions came through in this way. 

 

―As you know, the title of this retreat is Courage to Lead, and it is 

anticipated that the retreat will provide you with an opportunity 

to frame questions that invite the soul, to discover again the deep 

connection between soul and role, and for you to renew yourself, 

your vocation and your leadership. We will also consider 

conditions for creating circles of trust, as described by Parker 

Palmer in A Hidden Wholeness, including clear limits, open 

invitations, skilled leadership, and the common ground of seasonal 

metaphors and other unifying themes.  I would invite you to read 

or reread A Hidden Wholeness before the retreat if you haven't 

already done so.    

 

I would ask you to each send me a brief personal statement of no 

more than 1 page. This information will remain confidential and will 



be used by the facilitators to gain an understanding of the 

participants and to tailor our facilitation according to the 

groups' needs. In your statement, could you please address the 

following: 

1.      The setting in which you currently work 

2.      Why you want to participate in this retreat and how you hope 

to benefit 

3.      A question that you are holding regarding leadership and/or 

vocation 

 

On the Saturday evening of the retreat we will have the 

opportunity for Clearness Committees. Parker Palmer describes 

Clearness Committees in Chapter VIII of his book A Hidden Wholeness, 

and we will share more information and instructions about this 

process during the retreat. 

If you have an issue or dilemma that you'd like to work with, I invite 

you to consider being a focus person for one of our Clearness 

Committees (we can accommodate four focus persons). We will invite 

volunteers for focus persons at the beginning of the retreat, but I 

invite you to begin thinking about this now. If you have questions 

or know that you would like to volunteer, please feel free to e-mail 

me.‖ 

 

As well as the reading that needed to be done and the personal 

statement prepared, the instructions gave a clear outline of the 

purpose so that in both the re-reading and the writing I was able to 

be more focussed. This preparation made the transition on arrival 

into a retreat of deep soul work much easier to achieve. 

Along with that was the first of the ―third things‖. ―Third 

things‖ are a device used to direct the attention to an 

important topic without the direst voice of either the 

facilitator or the participant. One of the skills of facilitation 

is providing the appropriate ―third thing‖—a poem, a story, a 

picture or work of art, or piece of music—that embodies the 

theme being addressed. 

In this case it was a blessing ―For One Who Holds Power‖ from 

John O‘Donohue, 2008, To Bless the Space Between Us, Doubleday, 

New York. 

 

For me it was a reminder that whatever I may think, I do hold a 

position that has power and responsibility with it. 

 

One of the important moments of learning for me, and for others 

of us present, was how, in the need to create a safe place for the 

soul to ―appear,‖ we actually had to forgo many of the social 

niceties that we use to feel comfortable. Our introductions were 

brief and focussed and did not contain a lot of autobiography. It 

means that there are still participants who are not much more than 

a name – in the sense that I do not know their work place, their 

family structure, or much else along those lines – yet I know them 

at a soul level, have given them my trust and received their trust, 



and have journeyed with them as they explored the inner places of 

their soul.  

 

I was reminded of the work of John Powell SJ, whose reflections on 

communication skills I have used in things like pre-marriage 

preparation, and recently on a retreat for a cancer support group.  

 

Powell identified five progressive levels of communication each 

involving increasing risk/vulnerability as well as the potential for 

increasing intimacy.3   

1. Cliches – typical, routine greetings…important…cultural 

implications.  We expect clichés at the beginning and end of 

conversations.  No risk 

2. Facts – info/stats…surface level…makes up most of our everyday 

interactions.  A means of getting to know about people  Little risk. 

Objective 

3. Opinions – Includes our concerns, preferences, expectations and 

assumptions.  Here subjective views are expressed and there is strong 

potential for disagreements and conflict at this level.  It is the 

testing ground for safety.  The opinion may be voiced tentatively 

or decisively but the response will determine direction of 

communication.  A decision will be made quickly whether to 

retreat to the safety of the earlier level or risk moving towards 

increased vulnerability and intimacy.   

4. Feelings – talking at a more emotional level about hopes, fears and 

dreams.  Sometimes we have ideas about what type of emotions are 

okay to share 

5. Intimacy – a sense of shared understanding that may transcend 

words.  Perhaps that sense of being truly known and heard.  This 

may be just for a moment but it is profoundly healing.  There may 

be a sense of sharing the same emotion at the same intensity. 

 

Normally in group work I have been used to leading people from the 

Superficial, past the Facts and Opinions and into the area of Feeling 

so that they might be open to moments of Intimacy. What appeared 

to happen was that once trust was established in the first session we 

bypassed the four levels and for the weekend stayed at the level of 

Intimacy or Soul talk. It meant that all the non-essential 

communication on which we have come to rely in order to 

maintain our boundaries and walls became superfluous. Even in the 

breaks for meals and refreshment, the character of the interactions 

was markedly different from anything I have experienced. 

 

One of the clues for understanding this dynamic is in the Boundary 

Marker – ―Speak your Truth into the circle always respecting the 

Truths of others.‖ Each person‘s speaking is treated as their inner 

teacher speaking to them, so that very quickly we begin to learn 

from that, that we can hear from that depth within us. In a sense 

                                                 
3 P. 50 ff. Powell, J. (1969). Why Am I Afraid to Tell You Who I Am? Hong Kong: William Collins & 
Sons. 



the communal dialogue is a series of reflective monologues which 

use the words and feelings and thoughts of the others in whose 

company we are. The thought that we are only responsible for our 

own utterances and silences, and not for what others may or may 

not say is not novel, yet it is rarely that it operates intentionally 

in a group. 

 

A second theme that wove its way through the weekend was the 

them of the soul as inner teacher able to address us. Even though I 

have been on a number of ―spiritual‖ retreats I have not experienced 

the constant reflection on the soul that was spoken by such a 

diverse group of people, many of whom were not directly linked 

into any particular faith tradition. Palmer is quite clear about the 

need to focus on this as we address the issue of leadership. 

 

―The problem is that people rise to leadership in our society by a 

tendency towards extroversion, which means a tendency to ignore 

what is going on within themselves… I have met many leaders whose 

confidence in the external world is so high that they regard the 

inner life as illusory, as a waste of time, as a magical fantasy trip 

into a region that doesn‘t even exist. But the link between leadership 

and spirituality calls us to re-examine that denial of inner life.‖4  

 

This focus on the soul and spirituality as the key to leadership was 

very powerful. The whole idea of reconnecting soul and role has a 

deep sense to it. John Fenner writing about the Courage to Lead 

retreats he is responsible for leading puts it starkly. 

―Leaders of religious communities are called upon to negotiate 

multiple roles: spiritual guide, scholar, counsellor, chief financial 

officer, manager, confidant, teacher, friend, and, for many, partner, 

spouse and parent. These roles carry conflicting expectations 

that—interwoven with the mythology around what it means to be 

a ―religious leader‖—create a variety of maladies that are far too 

common in ministry… Leadership, service, and ministry, rightly 

understood, require more than knowledge and skill. Leaders must 

learn to listen to their ―inner teacher‖ in a community of 

discernment and find the courage necessary to follow the 

guidance they receive.‖5 

 

A third theme which resonates very strongly is that of the Tragic 

Gap. Once again this is not a unique insight, but the way it is used 

helps the participant to understand themselves in a different way. 

The tragic gap is the gap between what is and what could and 

should be.6 Having seen an alternative reality and experienced it we 

                                                 
4 P.3. Palmer, P. J. (2000). Leading from Within. In Let Your Life Speak: Listening for the Voice of Vocation. 
John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 
5 P.17. Fenner, J. (2009). The Courage to Lead: A Retreat Program for Clergy and Congregational 
Leaders. Weavings, XXIV, 2. 
6 P.13. Palmer, P. J. (2009). The Broken-Open Heart: Living with Faith and Hope in the Tragic Gap. 
Weavings: A Journal of the Christian Spiritual Life, XXIV, 2. 



then have a choice. One is to hold the tension between reality and 

possibility in a life-giving way, standing in the gap and witnessing 

with my own life, and calling myself and my part of the world 

towards something better. The other is to resolve the tension by 

collapsing into one pole or the other, using the flight/fight 

response. Collapsing into the reality of what is leads to corrosive 

cynicism, while collapsing into pure possibility allows us to float 

into irrelevant idealism. The net effect is to take us out of the gap, 

out of the action, and out of those places where we might make a 

life-giving contribution by holding onto the tension. 

 

As a preacher, I resonated with this image very strongly. Nearly all 

that I say is addressing the congregation and church members so 

they may understand the importance of learning to hold the 

tension. The implications for the community are very clear. If the 

whole body doesn‘t embrace this in its own life then it will collapse 

into what Scott Peck calls ―pseudo-community.‖7 

 

Parker again: 

―We don‘t learn to love from being talked at but from being around 

love in action. We don‘t learn to hold tension in ways that open 

the heart by reading essays but by being around others who keep 

learning how to do it and invite us to try it for ourselves.‖8 

 

One of the ways a community can judge whether it is trying to 

hold the tension is in the processes it uses to make decisions. Does it 

hurry through decisions hoping to resolve tension as quickly as 

possible? Or can it sit with the differences until all feel heard and 

able to move forward? 

 

The fourth theme that I want to highlight is the idea of Being Alone 

Together. A circle of trust is a different kind of community. 

Although I sensed it beforehand it didn‘t really come home to me 

until we began to work first in the wider circle, then in pairs and 

triads, and lastly in the clearness committee itself. There is no other 

agenda in the gathering than the coming together to support each 

others inner journey, to make each soul feel safe enough to show 

up and speak its truth, to help each person listen to their inner 

teacher. Palmer quotes Bonhoeffer from his experience with the 

community at Finkenwalde ―Let him who cannot be alone beware of 

community. Let him who is not in community beware of being alone.‖ 
9 What this warning means in this context is that the one who is 

alone can easily get lost in their own inner labyrinth and exclude 

the community and world around them. Conversely, in our 

eagerness to learn from others it is easy to get lost in the 

confusion of the crowd. Both are important, as important to our 

                                                 
7 P.86 ff. Peck, M. S. (1990). The Different Drum: Community Making and Peace. London: Arrow Books Ltd. 
8 P.14. Palmer (2009) The Broken-Open Heart 
9 P.55. Palmer (2004) A Hidden Wholeness 



total living as is breathing in and breathing out. You can‘t choose 

to ―do‖ only one of those options. 

 

Part of the ―work before the work‖ in beginning the retreat 

addressed this very question. One of the things we think we can do 

when in a time of solitude is to be truly alone. There are times we 

succeed but there are also others where we bring others with us, 

have internal conversations with them. The very visible Sabbath Box 

pulled this together by offering a place to park those interior 

conversations while we attended to being present, first to ourselves 

and then equally for the circle itself. Solitude in this context 

means never living apart from one‘s self and community means never 

losing the awareness that we are connected to each other. It is not 

about the presence or absence of the other, but about being open to 

the reality of relationship. 

 

One of the aspects of what I explored in this setting was my own 

perception of how the church might be such a place. Comments made 

over the time clearly showed that for some the church was not a 

safe place for the soul to appear, yet as I understand the gospel 

message, the church also has everything within it that is necessary 

for the tending, the care and nurture of the soul. Palmer echoes 

that when he says that ―…[Christian] communities are the context in 

which some of this learning could and should be happening.‖ There‘s 

―a good case that the core purpose of congregations is to engage 

in the spiritual formation of its members.10‖  

 

―Congregations must begin by acknowledging that we are already a 

company of strangers, but that we are afraid to know each other. 

The homogeneous, white middle-class congregation is a myth. 

Congregations only pretend to be homogeneous in order to avoid 

conflict and challenge. If you look below the surface, things are 

always happening that make people feel like outsiders. We have 

differences of attitude and opinion on every major issue. The 

question is whether we are willing to find comfort and community, 

as well as challenge, in those differences. Only if we can do that 

will strangers of another sort have any interest in joining our 

churches.‖11 

 

This latter reflection from an interview back in 1995 has a present 

echo in what I experienced recently at the Ministry Development 

Review Training in which the Systems approach applied to 

congregational life was used as a tool to assist the review process. 

The leader is the one with the role of assisting with the helpful 

resolution of conflict within the congregation. In order to do 

that the leader has to be what is described as a ―less anxious 

presence‖ and clearly ―self differentiated.‖ This self differentiation 

requires one to be aware of their own level of reactivity, an ability 

                                                 
10 (1995). Action and insight: an interview with Parker Palmer. The Christian Century.  
11 ibid 



to reduce their own level of reactivity, an ability to separate 

intellectual and emotional functioning and an ability to act on 

the basis of ones principled beliefs and goals.  

 

From my experience of the Courage to Lead retreat I would say that 

this provides a suitable vehicle to help congregational leaders 

develop these abilities. The process is not about ―skill development‖ as 

such. Rather it is about getting in tune with yourself truly and 

learning again to live 

out of that unique 

wholeness. 
 



"Courage to Lead for Professionals under Siege." 
 

What would you do with the chance to have your soul held for 

two hours while you waited upon your inner teacher? 

When was the last time a small group of caring adults held you at 

the centre of their attention for two hours with nothing on 

their minds except creating and protecting as space where you 

could hear your soul speak?12 

The experience of finding a chance to answer those questions came 

as I attended a Courage to Lead Retreat at the Warrambui Retreat 

Centre near Canberra led by Janet Smith, PhD, M.Ed, who lectures in 

Educational Leadership and Pre-Service Teacher Education and is 

Deputy Head of School in the Faculty of Education at the University 

of Canberra, and the only trained facilitator of these retreats 

outside of North America. 

 

These have been developed from the work of Palmer Parker and more 

recently the Center for Courage and Renewal, and the network 

that has developed around the movement. Parker Palmer is a social 

psychologist, community development worker and educator who 

developed this work out of a concern for educators and teachers 

who were struggling with who they were and how they were 

working. After a number of years of running Courage to Teach 

retreats for teachers, clergy, social service sector workers, medical 

and health professionals and people in the ―not for profit‖ sector 

asked him to adapt it to their needs. This lead to the creation of the 

Courage to Lead series of retreats for cross-professional groups. 

 

CTL retreats provide an opportunity for leaders to renew themselves 

and to cultivate their leadership. These retreats provide space and 

quiet so that people can begin to hear their inner voice, and are 

committed to creating open, disciplined spaces, where participants 

can discover again the deep connection between role and soul. 

Through a variety of experiences, participants are invited to listen 

for their own inner wisdom, to create a community of mutual 

respect and to reconnect professional identity and personal 

integrity. 

 

I want to insert a word about language here. In two critiques of 

the work, both have pointed out the inherent difficulties of using 

language like retreat and soul and inner teacher in a secular 

environment.  

 

―Interviewees reported challenges in finding appropriate 

language to describe and name the 

                                                 
12  P.147 Palmer, P. J. (2004). A Hidden Wholeness: the journey towards an 

undivided life. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 



‗work‘ that takes place in COT retreats. Several interviewees also 

commented on difficulties 

associated with the use of the word ‗retreat‘ to describe a type 

of professional development, as 

the word ‗retreat‘ has particular connotations and may not 

be regarded by some as legitimate 

professional development.‖13 

 

―…there will be those who are deeply uncomfortable with 

Parker J. Palmer's 

embracing of the spiritual and with his dismissal of what he 

calls 'objectivism'. 

Substantial elements of his thinking will not resonate with 

readers who doubt the 

existence of God. While there are some ways around this - for 

example, viewing 

connectedness as both a genetic inheritance and something 

that is learned, or accepting 

the centrality of the character and integrity of the 

educator (but without a fully holistic 

appreciation of what these might entail) - the whole project is 

rather empty without 

faith.‖ 14 

 

As a minister I have also found this to be an issue as I try to talk 

about what I experienced to others who don‘t share my worldview. 

Some of the images Parker uses to draw us into the ―work‖ may help. 

He talks about a culture of ―disconnection‖ and the way we focus 

on technique and power to get things done. 

"But for all the power it has given us in science and 

technology, either-or thinking has also given us a fragmented 

sense of reality that destroys the wholeness and wonder of 

life. Our problem is compounded by the fact that this mode of 

knowing has become normative in nearly every area, even 

though it misleads and betrays us when applied to the perennial 

problems of being human that lie beyond the reach of logic"15 

 

Instead he asks us to ―asks us to look beyond knowledge inspired 

either purely by curiosity or by a 

                                                 
13 Smith, J. (2007). Evaluation of Circle of Trust Retreats. Summary 

Report. 

http://couragerenewal.org/resources/evaluation. 
14 P.11. Smith, M. K. (2005) 'Parker J. Palmer: community, knowing and 

spirituality in education', The Encyclopedia of Informal Education, 

www.infed.org/thinkers/palmer.htm. Last update: June 18, 2009. 
15 Charles, Michael T.  Where are we going as we leave no child behind? 

La technique and Postman, Papert, and Palmer — Part Three. 

Interface_ The Journal for Education, Community, and Values May-

June 2007 Volume 7, Issue 3 
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desire to control. The first, he suggests, 'corresponds to pure 

speculative knowledge, to knowledge as an end in itself'. The second 

'corresponds to applied science, to knowledge as a means to 

practical ends.' He argues that another kind of knowledge is open 

to us, 'one that begins in a different passion and is drawn to other 

ends.‘ This knowledge originates in compassion or love.‖16 

 

This technique driven approach is echoed in Finding the Still Point 

by Tom Harpur who reflects upon a current western practice of 

many self-help methods and techniques which cherry pick apparently 

successful practices from many of the ancient spiritual traditions 

as a way of trying to relieve the stress of modern living. ―Divorced 

from their spiritual underpinnings and/or religious understanding, 

such techniques, applied to stress, lack a potency which they were 

originally designed to have and meant to impart.‖17 

 

A Courage to Lead retreat aims to renew the heart, mind and spirit. 

It does this through the exploration of the inner landscape of 

one‘s life. It does this by helping to reconnect to one‘s identity and 

integrity, and in the process identifying and honouring gifts and 

strengths, while acknowledging the limits we are living and 

working in. The retreat format creates a context for careful 

listening and deep connection that also honours diversity in 

person and profession and helps people then move out to create safe 

spaces and trusting relationships in their workplaces, families, and 

within their communities. 

 

How well these goals were met in the cross-professional Courage to 

Lead® retreats was the focus of a study by Janet in 2007. The level of 

satisfaction expressed in the retreats was found to be very high 

with all participants reporting that the retreats mostly (15%, fully 

(8%) or exceeded (77%) their expectations.18 She found the majority of 

participants reporting the development of new networks of support 

with other leaders, which helped counteract the prevailing culture 

of overwork and isolation they were experiencing in their work 

settings; revitalized leadership that enabled them to use untapped 

potentials, passions, and talents; and an increased capacity to 

cultivate the kind of trustworthy relationships required to be an 

effective leader. Clearly the approach via ―soul-talk‖ gave this wide 

mix of professionals the chance to look at themselves, and to 

accept that they had inner resources they could draw on.  

 

Parker and the Center work on the premise that ―[t]he best leaders 

work from a place of integrity in themselves, from their hearts. If 

they don‘t, they can‘t inspire trustful relationships. In the absence 

                                                 
16 P6. Smith, M. K. (2005) 
17 P.11f  Harpur, T. (2005). Finding the Still Point: A Spiritual Response to 

Stress. Kelowna: Northstone Publishing. 
18 P.17 Smith, J. (2007). 



of trust, organizations fall apart. 19 Certainly my experience with 

the needs of the congregations I am involved with and with the 

community organisations and trusts I belong to there is a real 

sense of need for leaders who have integrity, and for the leaders 

themselves to be able to work in an integrated way, living out of 

their fundamental beliefs and values. 

 

So what was my experience and how did this measure up for me. Those 

of you familiar with John Powell‘s five levels of communication for 

interpersonal encounter20 will be aware of how as counsellors we 

work our way down, establishing trust and work primarily at the 

level of feelings and gut level, and that the way to get there is to 

gently move down from the cliché and fact levels, and past the 

level of ideas and judgements, so that by getting in touch with the 

feeling level the client can begin their work. 

 

Through the use of setting, the careful establishment of boundary 

markers, and clear instruction of who you are really speaking to, I 

discovered very rapidly that for most of the weekend I was 

operating at the deepest of Powell‘s levels, that of peak 

communication, and that we had dived in as it were, a company of 

strangers who trusted themselves to the process. One clear pointer 

to the strength of that process was that as one of three Kiwi‘s in a 

roomful of Australians, none of the usual ―banter‖ occurred at any 

stage that I am aware of. A second indicator is that while I have 

clear images and names of everyone, I would be hard pressed to talk 

about their work settings, their families, or even which part of 

Australia they hailed from. Those elements weren‘t necessary for the 

work we were undertaking. 

 

Through the use of metaphor, poetry, picture we were invited to 

reflect on how these ―third things‖ intersected with our lives at the 

moment. Then the invitation was to speak that out into the circle. 

None of those voices were challenged, or disputed or discussed. If 

someone else had a different response (inner truth) to you that was 

fine, because they were coming from a different place than you. The 

invitation was there also to listen to your inner response to the 

voices of the others. What was it that made you want to argue the 

toss, that made you clench? We were encouraged to journal as we 

went through the weekend, not as reportage on the proceedings, 

but on the words that arose from within, the responses that came. 

 

A third aspect that a number of us (mainly clergy and counsellors) 

found hard to adjust to, but once mastered, turned the weekend 

into a much richer experience than I had imagined was The No Fixing 

rule. The job was to stay present to each other without wavering, 
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Kong: William Collins & Sons. 



and to stifle any impulse to fix each other up. The task was to 

support each other as we each went into ourselves where we needed 

to go. It treats the soul as an end in itself and recognises that the 

soul doesn‘t need fixing. 

 

The centre of the retreat was what are called Clearness Committees. 

These have a long history being drawn from the Quaker discipline. 

The heart of these is the wrestling by a focus person with an issue 

that they have. They sit with four to six others and at first spend 

10-15 minutes outlining the issue with whatever other information is 

though necessary. Then for the next hour and a half the committee 

members ask open, honest questions at a gentle pace which the focus 

person then answers, usually out loud, with the usual rule about 

passing. Here also the no fixing rule is important as questions 

shouldn‘t be unnecessarily probing or challenging, nor if tears or 

laughter come should the committee comfort or join in. Then there 

is a time of mirroring back a question and answer verbatim, a quote 

of two or three answers inviting the focus person to look at them 

in relation to one another, or a description of the person‘s body 

language.21 

 

I had the opportunity of being one of the focus persons. In the 

process I found that the question I came with wasn‘t the question I 

needed. The point of enlightenment for me was in the mirroring 

where there was one description of my body‘s response to a question 

which, when I looked at the answers I was giving at the time, showed 

much more what my inner self was trying to get through to me 

than what the words being uttered represented. 

 

Some observations about the process. 

We were all encouraged to avoid eye contact. It goes against 

everything I have learned in my counselling practise over the years. 

This was so that we were not distracted by the need to read 

responses from the other members, or the focus persons. The goal is 

communicating with one‘s true self and not with other people so 

that non-verbal signals from someone else are irrelevant. This held 

true for the committee members also, as in the process of asking their 

questions they were listening also to their own inner teacher. 

 

A reflection from a narrative therapist, which resonated with me, 

was that as a therapist/counsellor part of the task is to hold the 

threads of the story and to listen analytically and help the client 

in the process. This process was one of engaged listening where in 

listening to the person, your task is to look after your own 

threads while the focus person looks after theirs. It echoed the no 

fixing rule which was tremendously freeing for me. Trusting that 

the questions being offered weren‘t trying to lead me anywhere in 
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particular meant that I could attend to my responses much more 

deeply. 

 

The greatest protection that is offered by this process comes under 

the rule of double confidentiality. This is simply the condition that 

not only what is said in the committee staying there, it is also a 

commitment by the committee members to not talk about it with the 

focus person unless they themselves want to reflect on it. As a mark 

of that all the notes and jottings taken by the members of the 

committee are given to the focus person at the conclusion of the 

meeting. Parker describes this as ―…a great gift: a detailed record of 

what his or her soul was saying when it felt safe enough to tell the 

truth.‖22 

 

There were other exercises alone, in pairs and triads as well as with 

the whole group, but that I think gives a taste of what I experienced. 

Perhaps to mention too, that I didn‘t have a sense of the Monday 

morning post-retreat/workshop letdown. This is acknowledged as a 

real problem and the facilitators work hard to ensure that we go 

out on an even keel as it were. They recognise that having allowed 

the soul to come into the open as it were, to leave it there when we 

re-enter our everyday working world leaves it vulnerable. Yet at 

the same time we recognise that by being in touch with our souls in 

this setting we have in some way altered the way we will be in the 

future, that we will look for the life-giving ways to work and live, 

that we are a part of co-creating the world we are in so we no 

longer need to be victims of it. I felt much more grounded in myself 

and more at home in the world. 

 

The application of this work is both immediate and out into the 

future. In the groups we are responsible for leading, and in our 

work settings, I see developing the two skills of asking open, honest 

questions and reflective listening as having immediate application. It 

invites our group members and fellow workers to address the issues 

of how we work together in relationship. For ourselves as 

professionals working in a hostile and suspicious world, it offers a 

path of refreshment and renewal so that rather than developing 

yet more skills, we learn to develop our inner resources. I agree with 

Janet Smith when she concludes her paragraph on reflective 

practice with 

―COT retreats provide individuals with the opportunity and 

support to reclaim their professional hearts, and to be 

empowered to ‗go public‘ with their desire to reclaim 

vocational vitality and ―heart" in their work and 

professions.‖23 

 

                                                 
22 P. 145 Palmer, P. J. (2004). 
23 P.11 Smith, J. (2007). 
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Trust and Leadership: A literature review. 
 
Leadership writings tend not to focus on this yet I believe it is the ground on which all else will stand 
or fall. 
 
An overview of a group of books on leadership and the church that I have gathered together shows 
that many of them have an interesting relationship with the concept of “trust.” In their indexes only a 
small number of them had references to the word, yet as I am learning “trust” is at the very heart of 
what we do as church leaders. 
 
A brief summary of those treating the topic. 
 
Kouzes, J. M., & Posner, B. Z. Christian Reflections on the Leadership Challenge  
This is a series of eight essays by different authors.  
In The Five Practices of Exemplary Leadership, Kouzes and Posner posit five practices that good leaders 
should follow: Model the Way, Inspire a Shared Vision, Challenge the Process, Enable Others to Act 
and Encourage the Heart. Their discussion on trust enters as part of their reflection on enabling others 
in a subsection called Fostering Collaboration. Collaboration, they say, is the master skill that enables all 
else to function effectively, so leaders “foster collaboration by promoting collaborative goals and building trust.” 
They see trust at the very heart of cooperation. The skills needed to create a climate of trust include 
setting and example, active listening, giving people freedom to innovate, and nurturing openness, 
involvement, personal satisfaction, and high levels of commitment to excellence. They also 
demonstrate an openness to influence, which in turn breeds openness to the leader‟s influence.24 
 
Nancy Ortberg writes about The Need to Trust in her essay. Her focus is on how trust operates within 
the context of a team. One again it is stated that you have to lay a foundation of trust before people do 
their best, and to learn to put the same trust in other people that we put in ourselves. Trust is a 
commodity that has to be earned.25  
She comes back to this a bit later in talking about a servant heart. Contrasting this with a leader that 
expects obedience which breeds cynicism and lack of trust, forces which weaken the goal, the team and 
the organisation. The values that build the right environment are those of integrity, authenticity, joy and 
dignity of work.26 I find it curious that the congregation is here being described as an organisation, 
which to me has overtones of the business model.  
 
This is also true in Kouzes and Posner‟s piece where the church is clearly a business in which the leader 
comes in from outside and brings a vision to be shared and who creates the environment for that to 
happen. 
 
Kouzes, J. M., & Posner, B. Z. Credibility: how leaders gain it and lose it, why people demand 
it.  
They come to the theme in the same way in their book Credibility, and have an extended section called 
Engendering Trust where once again the theme is on particular actions of the leader figure.  

1. Is my behaviour predictable or not? 
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2. Do I communicate clearly or carelessly? 
3. Do I treat promises seriously or lightly 
4. Am I forthright or dishonest?27 

Before people will be willing to follow a leader‟s vision or act on a leader‟s initiatives, they must trust 
their leader. Such trust cannot be demanded rather it must be earned. 
 
Thrall, B., McNicol, B., & McElrath, K., The Ascent of a Leader: How Ordinary Relationships 
Develop Extraordinary Character and Influence.  
A slightly different approach can be found in The Ascent of a Leader. Much of the authors‟ approach 
starts with the individual leader‟s basic attitude of trust, their trust in God. However in the 
development from that, there is little more than anecdotal content in which the reader has to draw 
conclusions. The main thrust of their argument is centred on the struggle of “how to create the kind of 
environment where individuals can soar above and beyond their best,” whether in the home, the 
church or the workplace.28   
 
There is a whole chapter called The First Rung: Stepping Up Through an Act of Trust.29 They helpfully 
develop the way we entrust ourselves to something, placing trust at the centre of our lives, though they 
then equate that with faith, without defining either. Trust for them is more like a series of steps or acts 
that require attitudes of humility and gratitude. Trust is also seen as a series of interpersonal 
transactions. You choose who to trust. We just can‟t trust anyone. In the end it is summed up by this 
passage 

“Choosing to trust people, especially those who are different from ourselves, has a lot to do 
with trusting the One who is managing the path of our lives. When we understand and trust 
that our destiny rests in God‟s hands, we can with greater patience endure negative 
circumstances and difficult relationships… we gain the strength we need to trust people who 
have our best interests at heart, even at the risk of pain or personal loss. Why? Because we 
believe that God will work it out, somehow, for our good, no matter what happens.”30 

 
Robinson, A. B. Leadership for Vital Congregations.  
“Trust, especially in churches, is the currency of leadership. When the leaders have the trust of the 
congregation they lead, they can accomplish a great deal.”31 Anthony Robinson takes this as the first 
and primary task for pastoral leadership, especially at the start of a new ministry, and understands that 
this work takes about five years for the pastor to be someone they know and trust32 There are seven 
strategies he lays out for the development of the partnership between the pastoral ministry, the 
leadership and the congregation during this time. They are not sequential, but need to happen together. 
The important thing that I see in his work is the grounding of all the other strategies in the first, that of 
Building Trust. He uses Weems description of trust having three dimensions: character, relationship 
and competence.33 These dimensions are developed most helpfully in the rest of the section in a way 
that does not portray them as learned add-on skills. He is clear that trust is a two way thing and it is not 
simply a case of the pastor being the one who builds it between themselves and the congregation, but 
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that the congregation also has to be prepared to build and maintain trust with their pastor, leaders and 
the rest of the members of the congregation. 
 
Later in the book he returns to the congregational part they play in the place of trust and uses systems 
theory as the tool to develop strategies.34 He prefers this to the more business oriented organisational 
models where congregations tended to be elaborate networks of programmes and departments. While 
that is not the experience of many NZ congregations, the way we have often organised our Sessions 
and Parish Councils draws from this way of thinking so there are often separate committees or sub-
committees for the various tasks and responsibilities.  
 
The way Robinson suggests we work to transform our structures to a shape more in tune with 
contemporary culture is to begin with a deep spiritual renewal. It is this that I find linking in with the 
Courage to Lead work that I have experienced in the retreat and in reading the work of Parker Palmer. 
His work is useful in the first instance in helping the leadership get a better understanding of who they 
are and what their role is in a trust-filled environment. This is particularly important in what is currently 
apparent in much of the church at all levels, diminished and highly conditional trust. Congregations, as 
well as their leaders and pastors, need to work at building and sustaining trust that is covenantal in 
character rather than limited and contractual versions. Such covenantal trust requires the opening up of 
all parties to one another, so that with trust also comes openness to learning and change, forgiveness of 
one another‟s mistakes, and shared commitment to core values, and he suggests some simple strategies 
whereby the congregation can account for their side of the covenant, as well as those outlined for 
pastors earlier in the book.35 
 

Palmer, P. J. (2004). A Hidden Wholeness: The Journey Toward an 

Undivided Life.  

At one level this book is a primer for creating an environment of 

trust from which all else flows. Without an atmosphere of trust, 

the soul won‘t appear, the inner teacher can‘t be heard, the sharing 

of our struggles won‘t occur. Once the premise that we are living 

divided lives and that we don‘t want to anymore is accepted, then 

the question becomes one of how we might first of all mend the 

division and then continue to live life as an undivided whole.36 

Parker Palmer asks where we might achieve this and explores some of 

the ways in which our western culture has responded.37 I find these 

echoed in two other books which have greatly influenced my 

thinking in recent times, The Different Drum38 and Finding the Still 

Point39, where they also explore the technique driven solutions in 

relation to community building in the first instance, and stress 

relief in the second. 

 

Parker is also aware of the dynamics of much of the group work he 

had experienced and how they were not safe places for the soul as 
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they set out to create community, but community usually for a 

hidden agenda: a false community. His experience at the Quaker 

community of Pendle Hill near Philadelphia helped form his practice 

which he developed first as a means of helping teachers come to 

themselves and begin living an undivided life in order that they may 

live out their vocation. This has been transformed into a cross-

professional programme that formally runs under the aegis of the 

Center for Courage and Renewal. By bringing leaders together in 

circles of trust they are invited to explore their inner calling in 

the company of others who are committed to that same process. 

 

As I read the responses to the work in the evaluation by Janet 

Smith40, and in the Courage To Lead for Clergy and Congregational 

Leaders 2005 - 2008 Phase 1 Summary Report to The Lilly Endowment, 

Inc.41, this was a powerful impetus for many of them to reintegrate 

soul and role within their professional and personal lives, and take 

the practice into their congregations as a way of building or 

rebuilding trust, and so build true community. 

 

One of the key constructs in Parkers understanding is the practice 

of ―being alone together‖.42 With phrases like ―being in the company of 

strangers‖ and a ―company of solitudes‖ one begins to get a picture 

of a different kind of place. The tendency of splitting solitude and 

community into either-or rather than both-and positions works 

against the soul‘s need to find a hospitable space in which we find 

our true self, which knows who we are in our inwardness and 

whose we are in the wider world. 

 

One of the critiques offered of his work hones in at this point 

saying ―the model of selfhood that Parker Palmer employs with it's 

strong demarcation between inner and outer (admittedly mediated 

by the presence of the 'third thing' and his emphasis upon 

connectiveness) still tends to a particular, western or northern, 

understanding.‖43 Smith suggests ways this could be overcome or 

strengthened, but concedes also is that ―a significant proportion of 

his audience have difficulty moving beyond the constraints of 

individualized notions of selfhood. This means that while he places 

considerable emphasis on knowing and being in community - it is 

filtered by many through a bounded notion of the self.‖44 I would 

answer this critique by the pragmatic response of seeing how his 

approach actually intersects with where professionals are finding 

themselves at within contemporary western culture. The 
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overwhelmingly positive assessment that Janet Smith found in her 

evaluation of the Courage to Lead® programme, as well as the 

practical outworking that she had identified45 showed that 

whether one‘s internal notion of individuation was sufficiently 

well developed or not, the participants were not prepared to leave 

the work as something one did solely to oneself, but were 

committed to enriching the life of the communities and workplaces 

they belonged to. 

 

In response then, one can say that using this practice a place of 

trust can be created which builds true community. The relationships 

that develop are trustful in that they combine unconditional love 

with hopeful expectancy, and build a space that safeguard and 

encourage the inner journey. 

 

Conclusion. 

Most of the writing on leadership either takes a trusting 

environment as a given and the leader has to work to ―earn‖ trust. 

Those that take that tack do not seem to know how this fits in, 

focussed as they are on the necessary skills of a leader. I found 

Robinson‘s and Parker‘s approaches offered the best way into 

understanding the dynamics of trust. 
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Community as Organisation or Organism, and Circles of Trust 
 
Anne Mills wrote in her Masters thesis (unpublished) that a “research possibility would be to explore if 
and how systems theory… might allow the theory of transformational leadership to be put into 
practice.”46 She has rightly seen that systems theory intersects with but is not the same as organisational 
theory, this latter being the driver for much of the writing on leadership within the church. Her 
approach would be to suggest that systems theory applied to the church is more about how Christian 
communities learn together and refashion themselves in the light of long term goals. Referring to 
Egan‟s work in Change Agent Skills in Helping and Human Service Settings (1985 Monterey, Brooks/Cole), 
she sees that transformational leaders have a deep sense of purpose for the system and a long-range 
strategic sense. This intersects with Anne‟s perspective that sees such leaders offering people a vision 
that unites leaders and followers in commitment to changing a situation for the better.47 
 
I am inclined to take a slightly different perspective grounded in my earlier work on systems theory in 
congregational settings done for my Masters thesis. There I used one of the earlier pioneers in the 
application of systems theory in relation to congregational life, E Mansill Pattison.48 One of the key 
differences that I see is that a systems approach begins with the premise that the congregation is to be 
compared to an organism rather than using a business organisational and management approach. There 
are some crossover points between each approach, especially about the need for particular skill sets for 
those in leadership, but where I would assess that they part company is in the place and function of the 
leader in each model. 
 
In the organisational model there is acknowledgement of the wider role of the community, but no real 
ability to discuss the complex interplay of interpersonal and community dynamics. Thung, following 
Gouldner, characterises the church as an open social system49. What this means is that there are two 
important aspects to consider. One is the interdependence of every member of that system, and the 
other, that being “open” means that the members and the system itself are open to influence from the 
external environment in an extremely differentiated variety of ways. 
 
Much of the leadership literature I have had access to seems to promote that the leader is responsible 
for shaping the way the organisation responds to its environment and to the stressors that build up 
within it. It is clear from the processes offered by Parker Palmer that he envisages something different, 
that the discernment processes for the community are best done by the community, and also that the 
individual‟s discernment is also clearer when done within the communal context as well. 
 
The idea of community as an organism takes us in a different direction. As well as the structural nature 
of organisational models, from the business perspective, an organisation functions best when it has a 
single aim or purpose, or at least a minimal number of goals. Where there is a multiplicity of goals the 
energy of the organisation is dissipated and cannot be effectively utilised. To understand the church as 
an open social system is to understand that there may be at any one time a number of things happening 
within the life of the community which may not cohere within a limited set of goals or ends.  
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One of the catch cries of the current church leadership material is that the church exists for mission. 
That can be understood within the parameters of both organisational and organic models, but how they 
are so understood are quite different. In an organisation the prime goal or purpose of the body needs 
quite a tight definition. Applied to the “missional” church such thinking requires mission to be 
something that can be quantified and limited. “An organisation is distinct … in that it opts for  certain 
goals and purposes and rejects others.”50 This happens both consciously and unconsciously. 
 
There are writers that are quite clear, especially those within the “Church Growth” perceptual 
framework, about what the mission of the church must be. The advantage of such an approach is that 
it allows the community to gain a very clear and narrow focus, and build an appropriate organisation 
around such concepts, and with that also choose the type of leader best suited for such a mission. 
Others make such assumptions unconsciously and write about leadership from that perception. One 
recent example is Jerry Wofford‟s Transforming Christian Leadership51. His analysis of leadership does 
come from some research, but his chapter on the vision of the organisation highlights a top down 
model of envisioning the future for the community of faith. 

Transforming Christian leaders envisage as ideal future that gives direction to their organisations. 
They articulate and enlist support for these visions until they permeate their organisations. Jesus 
taught his disciples to be leaders with visions.52 

 
Thung, in her analysis of what mission encompasses, came up with five areas that needed to be 
addressed within the framework of thinking about the missionary church. These were the place of 
nationalistic and other mundane interests, change in history as it relates to God‟s work of 
transformation, the place of the church in cooperating with this change, the social and political tasks 
that are implicit in the vision of bring about God‟s new world, and the development of a Christian way 
of living.53 The problem with trying to “operationalise” these into an organisation‟s structure is that 
they are related to ultimate meanings and therefore very difficult to turn into specific goals and 
outcomes. Even the very concept of mission itself is difficult to pin down. The primary purposes of a 
church consist of fully non-operational goals and because by its very nature faith is concerned with the 
whole of life that gives it a maximum of virtually possible goals.54 T to constrain them within 
organisational structures is a difficult task. 
 
A better prospect is to see the church as an organism, or an open system. This accepts that like any 
natural organism there are a variety of environmental influences that may be in play, as well as the 
internal forces from the interplay of relationships. The combination of elements that are responded to 
along with the peculiar elements of its own differs from one social system to the other. While there 
may be agreement on collective goals between similar systems, the combination of environment and 
make up means that each will have its own unique solution to the question of which goals to make the 
key goals for the time being, and which ones to put to one side or even ignore completely. 
 
It is instructive that the Natural Church Development movement created by Christian Schwarz 
understands this and has tried to develop a methodology to help congregations to identify which of the 
key goals they need to attend to. This also depends very much on how the leadership of the 
congregation sees the coherence of the data with their own perceptions. 
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It is into this that we need to look at the place of leadership. Anthony Robinson has addressed this in 
his book Leadership for Vital Congregations55 and in particular in Chapter 2. He examines a number of 
models and draws insights from them all that anyone in leadership should consider. As well, he 
recognises the dynamics within congregations and how leadership is only one of the factors that leads 
to a congregation being a vital living body. Like Wofford, he picks up the transactional and 
transformational leadership distinction, but recognises that there is a larger purpose, a higher calling, a 
new creation to be put before both pastor and people and in response to which, all may be 
transformed.56  
 
A number of writers along with Robinson refer to the work of Edwin Friedman who clearly uses 
insights from family systems therapy and differentiates between leadership as expertise and leadership 
understood as self-definition. In recognising the multi-purpose nature of an open social system such as 
a church, Friedman‟s insights show that leadership through expertise can only go so far, and that  the 
capacity for self-definition is a far more productive way to travel. The greatest strength a leader brings 
into such a setting is the ability to articulate and act on goals and values that are central and rooted in 
the faith of the community.57 
 
Robinson introduces the work of Ronald Heifetz in which he distinguishes between “technical” and 
“adaptive” work. This is particularly important in situations where there are no easy answers or ready 
solutions.58 The ending of the era of establishment for the Protestant mainline denominations has 
created a crisis for many churches and congregations. Using Heifetz‟s insights, Robinson describes how 
many have tried to use a “technical‟ approach by trying to define the problem and so coming up with a 
solution which entails the development of some sort of technique. There are two problems with such 
an approach. One is that it does not take into account the changed environment the church is now in. 
The other is that techniques require experts and so congregations depend on them for the “right” 
solutions, strategies or programmes.59 
 
Margaret Wheatley draws insights from quantum science and chaos theory and links that to 
organisational behaviour that she has observed. Control and the keeping of disorder at bay seem to be 
an important set of behaviours for many organisations and their leaders. Wheatley felt these behaviours 
betrayed a deep distrust and a misunderstanding of the nature of the universe. The better response, 
using these insights, was that leaders should trust in the capacity of living systems to seek health and 
renewal.60 
 
Finally, Robinson introduces the work of Parker Palmer who has focussed on the role of the leader 
who brings their whole “undivided self” to the task of leadership. Leadership originates not in the 
mastery of technique or of information, but much more in the deep self-knowledge and courage of 
living a life of inner congruence and wholeness. This helps create a climate of trust in which others can 
respond and develop. This in turn enriches the life of the whole community.61 
 
What interests me about these approaches that Robinson finds so attractive is that they fit very much 
with the work of Mady Thung as she looked for the appropriate style of leadership for the missionary 
church. Once again she addresses the issue of ultimate goals and unstructured tasks that form 
themselves around such goals. The primary issue is of developing a mutually supportive framework of 
relationships where all are involved in the interpretation of the narrowing of the ultimate goals to 
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workable proximate ends. She identified four dimensions that were important for leaders to be 
effective. These were support, interaction facilitation, goal emphasis and goal facilitation. Leadership 
then is part of the whole, and to be truly effective the leader needs to be able to adapt their style and 
modify their role and functions according to the needs of the group.62 
Here for me lies a possible way for the integration of work such as the Circles of Trust that Parker 
Palmer has developed. It clearly understands the need to adapt to the environment that one is placed in 
whether as a member or as a leader (or indeed as both). Robinson suggests a number of strategies for 
pastoral leaders to be aware of. The first and most important is that of building trust.63 He recognises 
that this is an ongoing task throughout the term of the ministry. Further it is an element that must have 
a two-way street. Congregations have a role to play in developing an environment in which trust can be 
placed in the pastoral leadership. Transformational leadership is all very well, but it can‟t happen 
without people to transform. That emphasises the importance of the invitational and covenantal part of 
the congregational system. The congregation exists for some greater purpose (those ultimate goals). 
This awareness must already be present in some shape or form before the pastoral leader is integrated 
into the congregation. Similarly, Robinson suggests that for the leadership group to function effectively, 
it too must be motivated by the same sense of purpose of the church and of what God has called the 
church to do, and have an understanding of the congregation as an open social system, rather than as 
an organisation which appears to be a collection of discreet and competing programmes.64 
 
The leadership group then has to build an inner coherence. The Circle of Trust process lends itself to 
this quite clearly. While it seems to address the individual‟s perception of themselves, the ability to gain 
clarity of one‟s own sense of purpose and inner motivation has the potential to bring strength to the 
growth process. 
 
Through the reflective process we learn about our own journey and are taught to see that it does not 
compete with anyone else‟s journey or insights. Rather, the insights others bring to the same piece of 
reflection help us understand our own ground that much better. Further, in addressing the issues of the 
environments our congregations are situated in, the open exploration provides a broader picture that all 
can benefit from exploring. At the personal level, learning to trust our own insights and inner teacher 
opens us up to trusting others within the group (and their inner teachers). This creates an environment 
that can be taken back to the regular meeting and functioning of the leadership group as it seeks to 
bring the congregation‟s vision to some sort of action point. 
 
Transformative and adaptive leadership depends primarily on relationship and this is the crux of the 
process in a circle of trust. Truth resides neither in some external authority nor in the momentary 
convictions of each or some individual (even if that individual is the designated “leader”). It resides 
between us, in the tension of the ongoing conversation, where the voice of truth we think we hear 
within can be checked and balanced by the voices of truth others think they are hearing. This process 
of communal discernment also honours the soul by finding a path between realities that may defeat us 
and fantasies that are mere escapes. In an environment of trust together we can bring down the walls 
that separate us from our own souls.65 
 
The circle of trust model offers leaders a chance to evaluate where they are on their own journey of 
faith and the journey of faith of the congregation. It gives a chance to focus on deep listening from 
within the community and to each other, and in doing so creates a soul-safe place that allows 
discernment about the ultimate goals, the questions of meaning and purpose, for each person and for 

                                                 
62 P. 262ff  Thung 
63 P. 50 Robinson 
64 P. 91 ibid 
65 P.182-4 Palmer, A Hidden Wholeness 



the community.66 It models a trustworthy form of life together that supports each one‟s inner journey, 
and strengthens the team for work within the congregation so that the greater purpose of joining God‟s 
mission to the world can be lived out with vigour and joy and in full community. With these attributes 
of the circle work, we can see how the issues raised by Thung, Robinson and others can be addressed 
so that the leadership of the congregation and the life of the community in God may be strengthened.  

                                                 
66 P.18  Fenner, J. (2009) The Courage to Lead: A Retreat Program for Clergy and Congregational 
Leaders. Weavings, XXIV, 2. 



Circles of Trust for the Presbyterian Church of Aotearoa New Zealand 
 

The experience of being on a Courage to Lead® retreat has opened my 

eyes to the possibilities for our ministry and congregations. I have 

reflected on the process in the other essays in this collection, but 

would now like to explore how we might use this process more 

intentionally. 

 

In their evaluation for the Lilly Foundation the Courage to Lead 

group saw that one of the goals was to explore how COT principles 

and practices might contribute to the strengthening and vitality 

of congregational life.  They believe that the broad mainstream of 

Christian tradition, whose core values have always been threatened 

by cultural forces, is not dying, but is in the messy and yet creative 

process of reconstituting itself. Some of this ferment is emerging 

from people who have sought sustenance outside the religious 

institutions but, who still belong ―in their minds,‖ and who might 

well join in the effort to create spiritually revitalised 

congregations.  Some of the ferment is happening in the life-giving 

conversations that occur when people meet across lines of role, 

denomination, and faith tradition, discovering that they refract 

God‘s light in different ways and can help illumine each other‘s 

world. And some of this ferment is happening within vital 

congregations that exhibit coherence, authenticity, and 

transformational impact on members. Understanding how critical 

these qualities are to renewal, they believe that their programme has 

something important to contribute toward increased vitality.  

 

 

Strengths of Circle of Trust Process noted by participants 

 „Safety – It was a safe place, the clearness committees 

demonstrated just how trustworthy, generous and loving 

people can be and how accountable we can be to one another 

to hold rules that keep us safe. 

 Hospitality of facilitators and retreat space 

 Creation of Community  

 Shared Practices 

o Invitational nature  

o Confidentiality  

o Inquiry and reflection  

o Deep presence to self and one another: listening, no fixing, 

speaking for self  

o Clearness committee  

 Paradoxes of Formational Space 

o Open yet bounded  

o Hospitable yet charged  

o Voice of the individual and voice of the group  

o Personal stories and archetypal stories  

o Solitude yet community  

o Speech and silence  



 Seasonal theme of retreat sessions Participants expressed a 

deep connection to the seasonal theme and movement 

through the seasons over time. ―Rituals with nature were 

powerful, a life source, nature was my guide, resonating, new 

to me in a new way, simple element that gave language and 

metaphor for life experience‖ 

 Use of “third thing” and formative question Participants 

reflected and responded theologically or made theological 

translation when prompted with a third thing or formative 

question. 

 Slow pace of retreats 

 

They found that both clergy and congregational leaders 

experienced and named the Circle of Trust approach as a safe place 

to name and celebrate the gifts, strengths, successes and hopeful 

vision that help ministry to flourish, and as a safe place to explore 

inner-life issues that may inhibit the exercise of ministry. Specifically 

participants noted that COTs:  

  

• Were a safe community to explore matters of the soul 

• Provided an opportunity and process for deep and ongoing 

discernment on their call to ministry 

• Offered and modelled shared practices like deep listening, 

asking of open and honest questions, and the suspension of 

judgement and the urge to advise and ―fix‖ others that can 

serve them in their personal and professional lives 

• Created a call back to the spiritual practices of silence, 

inquiry and reflection, meditation, and prayer that are 

important to self-care and maintaining a vital ministry 

 

Further, clergy and congregational leaders experienced and named 

the Circle of Trust approach as a model of community for healing 

and growth and strengthening their capacity for leadership. 

Specifically, a community was created where clergy/leaders could 

―let down the armour‖ of their roles.  

 

I am intrigued by a retreat that would centre on one‘s 

vocation and inner life.  It‘s not often that one has the space 

and time to explore the deeper meaning of one‘s journey in life 

and how all facets of one‘s life journey contribute to 

wholeness. I have had retreat experiences that focus on one‘s  

―call to holiness‖ but  ―wholeness‖ is indeed a new pathway to 

explore! 

 

It is clear that in spite of best intentions and efforts, the church 

community cannot always be a safe place where the soul can be 

known and where people can discover and listen for their own 

relationship with the Divine, nor feel safe in community. One of the 

gifts of the circle of trust retreat is that it creates strong 

boundaries where traditional interactions are dropped, and a new 

kind of sharing and listening is possible, one that invites us into our 



depths, where we yearn to swim. It creates spaces where the soul is 

respected in many ways, and is protected through deep 

confidentiality. 

 

Those comments are drawn from the Evaluation report available on 

the Courage and Renewal Center web site. 

 

As I reflect on them and my own experience on one of the Courage 

to Lead® Retreats I can see a number of possibilities for the use of 

this process.  

 The first would be to create a series of retreats similar in 

format for clergy and congregational leaders. From my 

preparation for Ministry Development Reviews, one of the clear 

issues is that of ―formation.‖ While the gaining of skills and 

refreshment of established ones is important, it seems to me that 

many of the issues being dealt with by ministers at the 

congregational level are more to do with where they are in 

themselves and how that intersects with where their 

congregation is.  

 The second would be to invite that group to establish their 

own clearness committees and provide training to do that. 

The clearness committee is not necessarily tied to its place in 

the retreat process. The possibility of being able to listen to 

one‘s soul in the company of others who are trusted and who 

are simply there to support in the process by creating a space 

for the soul to appear has a power that cannot be 

underestimated in terms of each person‘s spiritual health. 

 The third possibility would be to introduce circles of trust 

process into congregational groups in a modified way. The 

process of formative questioning and reflective listening, and 

the creation of an environment of trust would go a long 

way to strengthening a congregations ability to discern a 

hopeful future. These could happen without going on an 

extended retreat that would limit its availability for many. 

The next question is how to develop training in the process. From 

conversations with Janet Smith and Sally Hare in Canberra, it is 

clear that the Center for Courage and Renewal is committed to a 

national rather than international strategy. They are prepared to 

allow one or two from outside the States to put their names 

forward, but the selection and mentoring process for prospective 

facilitators is both long and intensive. There is the beginning of a 

fledgling movement in Australia that sees the possibility of 

developing this work in Australasia, and Janet would be a key person 

in this. One possibility would be to invite her to deliver some 

facilitator training and we seek sponsorship to underwrite this. A 

second possibility is to gather those who have heard of the work 

and are interested in developing it as a way of supporting and we 

find a way to train ourselves. There are three of us who have 

experienced this work, two of whom are involved in the PCANZ, and I 

am sure our experience could be used as part of the formative 

process. 



 



Personal Description 
My name is Alistair McBride 

I am a minister in the Presbyterian Church of Aotearoa New 

Zealand, beginning my ministry in 1979, after having trained as a 

science teacher and taught for three years at secondary level. I 

am now in my fifth appointment, Scots Presbyterian Church in 

Hamilton, and have been here since February 1996. 

I am married to Denise and have three children, two living with 

partner/husband away from Hamilton and our youngest still 

with us but in the transition to University and flatting. For the 

last six years Denise has had ongoing surgery and treatment for 

breast cancer and related issues. 

 

Scots is in a suburban area 7 km from the Hamilton CBD. It has 

seven primary and intermediate schools three of which have been 

associated with the area since its development in the early 1950‘s. 

The area is also characterised by a higher than average number of 

over 60‘s and so much of the activity revolves around servicing 

their needs. The whole suburb is basically a dormitory suburb as 

there is no infrastructure within and all activities, shopping, 

leisure, entertainment and so forth happen outside it. 

The congregation has grown up with the suburb but is now at 

the stage where the older members are dying, or moving out of 

the family size homes that make up much of the suburb. There are a 

number of effects on the congregation.  One is that the older 

members are now much more a gathered community that still has 

the view of the development time of the area at their heart. They 

want to see the church community responding to the needs, but 

no longer know what the local community is. The newer members 

are drawn in by the warmth of welcome and quiet healing 

presence that we have built up. They would like to find ways to 

make that healing presence much more active. 

 

A friend had passed on A Hidden Wholeness for me to read and I 

found myself drawn to Parker Palmer‘s whole approach to 

leadership and trust. I then received my copy of the Jan/Feb issue of 

Weavings which showed how his ideas and methods had 

influenced others. It also gave details of the web-site which I 

followed through to see what courses were available, and with 

study leave coming up, whether they would fit my needs. The 

retreat has come at an opportune time. After 13 years ministry 

here I need to reflect upon that time, and also on what the 

future might look like. I have begun that reflective process with 

my council of elders. I am not expecting answers, rather looking 

for a guided time where I can lay out the issues I am grappling 

with. One possibility that suggests itself is becoming a facilitator 

for this process myself within the New Zealand setting. 

 



As I am 57 now, and have eight or so years before retirement, I have 

a number of vocation and leadership issues. They revolve around 

discernment, particularly about the kairos (right time) moments 

that may come before me. Is there a right time to leave, or should I 

stay until retirement? The answer to this question has 

implications for the shape and speed of what I do within this 

congregation and with the eldership. We have been forming and 

reforming this group, to the stage that there are only three of 

the elders serving who were on the council when I arrived. In the 

dynamic of the church in New Zealand, there is increasing 

pressure on small congregations, financially and with personnel 

too, so as a group we/they need to have greater levels of trust in 

order to work effectively at a time when there is increasing 

uncertainty in the church and in the wider community as well. 

One implication of discerning ―now‖ as the time to go is the need 

to find tools to strengthen this group in particular before I 

depart. An implication of discerning ―later‖ is the need to 

continue to work along these lines and not ―fall asleep at the 

wheel.‖ 
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