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GHC Conversations
Annually, Gary Hubbell Consulting convenes
and hosts a small hand-picked group of social
sector professionals for three days of intense
dialogue and critical thinking. We strive to create a
thought-provoking, mind-opening, and stimulating
conversation about the social sector, philanthropy, and
leadership. This deep exploration of the nature and
challenges of the environment is intended to engage,
inform, and inspire senior leaders to be catalysts for
change in their own organizations and communities
of influence. With each GHC Conversation, we seek
to establish the seeds of a continuing and enriching
network that nourishes us as individuals and helps
each of us change how we converse, inspire, and seek
new dimensions of impact.
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Associate Director, Program Development, FRB
In her role at Foods Resource Bank, Angela is responsible for food security programs in
Asia and West Africa, and supports new and existing growing projects in the Western
US. Angela was born and raised in Victoria, Canada and holds a Master’s degree in
Human Security and Peace-building, after working in the field of agriculture for the
previous 12 years. She and her husband spent two years in the Central African Republic
(CAR) supporting the Gamboula agro-forestry program. While her primary focus is on
agricultural development, with specific interest in agro-forestry, she is also very interested
in the field of human security and peace-building, firmly believing that the success of
development programs is intimately linked to human security, peace and cultural values.
Angela speaks French and Sango, a language spoken in the Central African Republic.
Having traveled in little-visited countries such as North Korea and the Congo, Angela
tries to “live simply, so that others may simply live.” She and her husband Darren now
live in Bend, OR, where, when not working, you can find them mountain biking, hiking
or skiing.
This is Angela’s first GHC Conversation.
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Navigating the Tension of Wise Action
Angela Boss

I had coffee with a new friend the other day. We met after a talk on environmental ethics,
where I shared my continuing story of transformation with the audience. I talked about the
tension of navigating between knowing the harm that our personal and collective actions
cause in the world, and wanting to make alternate choices but having to do so in the context
of others not seeing or having the same experiences or possessing the same knowledge. She
spoke about her own tension this past Christmas, sitting down to a family Christmas dinner
complete with a factory-farmed turkey lovingly prepared by her mother and waiting to be
devoured by all at the table but her. She knew how this turkey was raised, the miserable
conditions, the slaughterhouse staffed by underpaid workers, and if it was up to her, there
would be no turkey at this Christmas dinner, at least not this turkey. She was torn. It seems
silly but the knowing of a particular reality, along with her core value of ‘do no harm’, left
a knot in her stomach and a tension in her soul that is not easily overcome. Navigating
between knowledge and relationship is challenging. Living, being, modelling the change
you want to see in the world not only means knowing what change you want to see in the
world, but also believing that one person’s actions amidst a sea of inaction and unbelief, is
worth the effort.
I know this same tension myself. I travel the world and I travel the United States. I have
seen poverty, human suffering, environmental destruction, death, disease and war more
times and in more places than most. I know and see in my mind the web of connections
between an action here and a calamity somewhere else. I see how the left hand of charity
contributes to what the right hand of charity is trying to relieve. I have spent countless
hours trying to figure out what Wise Action is in any given situation. When I was young
I could not sit longer than five minutes in a restaurant without walking out, knowing that
there was suffering and hunger in the world that my $50 could alleviate. I have sat in fancy
restaurants in North Korea knowing that people were starving outside, all in the name of
programming to help those same poor. I have seen the beauty of the African savanna while
those living nearby will only know its challenges and hardships.
The oft used phrase, “be the change you want to see in the world”, carries with it
implications beyond what the average person intends when they use it. What is the change
we want to see in the world, and have we collectively agreed on what this change should
be? I submit that even organizations working towards the same goal, for example, bringing
an end to hunger, cannot clearly state what that change looks like in any given context, and
this in itself is a barrier to collective action. Assuming, however, that we can agree on what
the change is we want to see in the world, we have to ask what changes we can make in our
own lives that will bring this change about. For myself, I must believe that if I am to ‘be the
change’ I want to see in the world, I must also accept that I might be the only one working
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towards this change at the level of the individual, and that this is okay. I must also accept
that this might lead to loneliness, but that it also means that I need to make a commitment
to influence others to also ’be the change’. Will my choice to ride a bike instead of drive
really make a difference to humankind’s impact on global climate disruption, and in turn,
will my choice to ride instead of drive, help make better conditions for the small farmers
whom I wish to flourish? Will my actions influence the actions of others around me to such
an extent that others will also choose to ‘be the change’ I wish to see in the world? Some
would say no, I am not likely to have much impact. That there is little hope of changing
the way the world works because the structures that are in place are not going to change.
I believe that a transformation of the heart is the only way change happens and that it is a
slow, relational change. I argue that those of us whose hearts have already been changed
must step up in a counter-cultural way and model a different way of being, that actions
motivated from the heart are infective…they inspire conspiracies for change that when
coupled with collective action can have tremendous results.
The reality remains, however, that the actions my conscience leads me to know to be true
for me, are, for many, not actions others are willing to take or perhaps actions they do
not see as necessary or that will have any impact given the extent of the challenge. Too
often, our actions come across not as wise, but as unwise, and we have a tendency in our
convictions to create enemies rather than allies. I have chosen to live out my life and my
vocation navigating human relationships in such a way as to win allies for the change I
wish to see, rather than enemies who are turned off of the same truths that so passionately
drive me. Thus, despite what I know to be true in any given situation, and what I know
to be the human and environmental cost of certain actions, my default has become the
honoring of human relationship. Relationship is the one place where allies are created of
enemies, where ultimately the transformation of one’s values takes place. Intentional time
spent with another is the place where change can most successfully take root. Denying
relationship from an obligation to a greater purpose leads to the creation of enemies and
a sense of the ‘other’ that leads to the further creation of barriers that prevent us from
collective action. It is within our relationships that we are most able, though it is most
difficult, to be and model the change we wish to see in the world, but it is a slow process.
Organizationally, we must be willing to stand in relationship with other organizations
that do not have our exact mission in common, that perhaps have been marching on the
other side of the line on a particular issue, but we also must be willing to, at times, stand
apart. We must be willing to model a better way of doing business, a better way of being
intentional with all we do, with the willingness to make decisions that benefit the common
good, not just the good of a subsector of people.
Being the change we want to see in the world is as much personal as it is organizational. I
understand organizations not as static, inanimate objects, but as living, breathing entities
capable of transformation. Organizations are a collective of individuals each with their
own values and moral codes. The actions of the individual affect the outcome of the
organization and its success in reaching its intended goals. I think an organization’s impact
in the world is intimately related to the collective impact of the individual decisions made
and how those decisions set the course for the organization as a whole. How can we begin
to affect change in our organizational relationships if, within ourselves and our personal
relationships we are unwilling to change, and if, within our own organizations, we are
unwilling to make changes, however uncomfortable or costly they may be, that in the end
help ease the suffering of those for whom we work?
How can I work towards the health of others if I am unwilling to look at my own health and
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make positive changes for myself and for those I am in relationship with? How can I work
towards lessening the impacts of climate disruption on small farmers if I am not willing to
change my own behaviors and the behaviors of my own organization to lessen our own
impact on the climate and those who ultimately suffer the worst impacts? It is not enough
to work towards change in the world, to fund it and mobilize others to care about it if I
cannot model positive change myself.
The changes that we aim to affect in the world ultimately must come from personal and
organizational values, not just from policy and a sense of rightness. For true and sustainable
change to take hold through the work of our organizations, the underlying values must
also be at work within us. What this means is that we are telling ourselves what to do,
not just telling others what is good for them to do, and that we understand why. How we
work matters as much as why we work for change in the world. These questions, lead us
to uncomfortable places. We will not get it perfect and it will take a tremendous effort and
champion within our organizations to begin. The very act of failure in trying is a testimony
in itself for why we must try. Good leadership must drive the process, but personal
change is not something that can be mandated, it must be inspired. Leaders can inspire
organizational change from the top down, but so too can individuals within an organization
inspire change from the bottom up, and from there affect change in the wider world. There
is nothing more damaging than to be exposed as hypocrites; that on one hand we are
promoting change in the world, but the organization itself is not willing to change, much
like an organization fighting corruption cannot in itself be corrupt and expect to have much
impact. What do we need to do to have more impact as an organization? If each and every
employee, not just the leaders at the top, are thinking about how to have impact, we may
have better success in navigating collective impact. While we don’t know what we don’t
know, what we do know we have a societal obligation (for the common good) to act upon.
It may be uncomfortable, but the results may just lead to the Right Being we are seeking.
To do this well, non-profit leaders and their staff need some unrestricted and flexible
support to allow them to think at the systems level and develop relationships with others.
This means something other than being outcome oriented. Supporting collaboration is
transformative work that requires being in it for the long-term.
Lack of time and lack of resources are often cited as reasons why this kind of Wise
Action and Right Being are not at work in the sectors within which we work. At the core,
I believe, is the general loss of action with the needs and benefit of the common good.
When institutions, organizations, political bodies and governments stop operating for
the benefit of the common good, the social change we seek in the world is replaced by
economic growth for the individual. The idea of the ‘common good’ has ancient origins.
An early church father, John Chrysostom (c. 347–407), once wrote: “This is the rule of most
perfect Christianity, its most exact definition, its highest point, namely, the seeking of the
common good . . . for nothing can so make a person an imitator of Christ as caring for his
neighbors.”1 Only by inspiring a spiritual and practical commitment to the common good
can we help make our common life better.
While US politics today hardly resembles the basics of working for the ‘common good’,
Jennifer Lentfer reminds us that there are places in the world where the common good still
exists. “In fact, now more than ever, it is the necessary, though neglected counter balance
to economic growth, and to the conversations about “innovation” and “going to scale” in
Jim Wallis, http://ideas.time.com/2013/04/04/whatever-happened-to-the-common-good/#ixzz2oj5TZCPj
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philanthropy that are a direct result of such ways of thinking.”2 A renewed focus on the
“common good” will be the fuel to make fundamental changes in aid and philanthropy,
changes that get us past the status quo of doing business as usual. Doing good for the
common good also means giving up and letting others gain, a rather counter-cultural notion
in the US, and, I believe, one of the main obstacles to effective collaboration and collective
action.
Working for the common good doesn’t always feel good. Right action often takes the heart
to places it may not want to go. Loving others, caring for neighbors, learning to work
together for collective action that benefits the common good, are all difficult things to
practice as individuals and as organizations.
What Jesus taught, the ‘golden rule’, the driving force behind the common good, is a state
of development. An ancient idea that is as hard to put into action today as it was when the
radical idea was introduced more than two thousand years ago. James Larking, an Irish
labor movement leader at the turn of the 20th century said, “I am aware, of course, that the
ultimate solution is the ownership and control of the means of life by the whole of people;
but we are not at that stage of development as yet.”
Personally and organizationally, I have been thinking about how my actions and the actions
of my organization may be counteracting the good we are trying to do in the world. I also
recognize that many of our donors are with one hand helping to create the conditions
that with the other hand they are trying to alleviate in the world. How to navigate the
relationships in such a way that our donors become better informed so as to take a hard
look at their own lives as much as they scrutinize how their donations are used to create
positive social change in the rest of the world? I took a trip recently with a retired dairy
farmer from California. Taking time and funds to travel with him to Cambodia to hear
directly from small farmers who are suffering under the impacts of climate change has
him thinking much harder about what he needs to change in his own life to have less of
an impact on others. His transformation has taken three years of relationship building
and is still a work in progress, as we all are, but it requires commitment and a default to
relationship over results that I believe will have long term impact.
Some of the questions I am currently navigating include:
1.

Many of our programs overseas are struggling with land grabs, and we actively
support programs that are resisting land grab efforts by US and other foreign
companies. To what extent have we investigated our support of these organizations
via our personal and organizational investments and retirement savings? Are we
investing in companies that are ultimately having a negative impact on those we are
trying to help? If we know that we are doing harm, are we also willing to make the
necessary adjustments motivated by core values rather than from a sense of guilt or
obligation?

2.

Climate disruption is having a serious impact on farmers everywhere, and nowhere
is the impact more strongly felt than among the small farmers with whom we work.
Individually, are we willing to look at our personal habits to reduce our impact? This
could mean small acts like reducing consumption, using re-usable water bottles and
coffee mugs in the office and when we travel. Are we thinking about our use of fossil
fuels, from drinking bottled water to driving our cars? Organizationally, have we

http://www.how-matters.org/2013/08/01/from-one-cornhusker-to-another-peter-buffett-philanthropy-and-how-wecan-frame-the-dialogue/comment-page-1/
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looked at our operations and done our own environmental assessments? Have we
looked at the impact of the paper we use, do we purchase coffee and tea from Fair
Trade sources, or have we installed water filters in the office instead of relying on
bottled water? When we choose hotels and restaurants and travel means, do we make
choices solely on cost or on other human considerations (fair wages, local food, and
minimizing travel)?
I recall during my graduate studies remarking on how many different motivations
existed for working in the field of Human Security and Peacebuilding, and how many
of them came from values so very different than my own. Admittedly I underwent my
own transformation of motivation and values while working in the field of agricultural
development. When first entering the field as a trained horticulturalist, I was far more
interested in working with plants than with people. I saw my role in the fight to end hunger
in the technical aspects of helping grow food for hungry people. Not long into my time
in Central Africa did I realize that it wasn’t a technique or seed or tool that was going to
bring about lasting change in the communities in which I worked, but rather, it was an
investment in human relationship. And the investment needed to come from me putting
a value on human relationship and believing in my core that it was people who would
change the face of hunger, not the right plants or programs.
I want to close this reflection with stories of two people who have modeled to me the value
of change through relationship.
I am privileged to call Nadege my friend. From the Central African Republic, she directs the
Gamboula Nutrition Garden, a program that trains the mothers of malnourished children
who have been hospitalized, in gardening, staple crop production, fruit tree care and in
cooking healthy meals for their families. Nadege got her job at the nutrition garden because
she was an incredibly gifted teacher; she knew how to interact with women who were
otherwise ostracized by their communities and families. She was not, however, a gardener.
She was a hard worker who didn’t really like gardening and she didn’t have one of her
own, but she could effectively teach it all. She helped more than two-hundred women in
her first two years on the job and yet she knew that something was missing. Two years after
taking the job, Nadege decided that she should start her own garden, at her home. When I
asked her what her motivation was, she said, “I began to wonder what I would say if one of
the mothers I was teaching showed up at my house and asked to see my garden, the kind
of garden I was telling them they should have at their homes. I realized how embarrassing
that would be and what a bad example it would be, so I started one of my own. Now I am
realizing all the benefits of a home garden that I have been teaching about but never did
myself.” Nadege began to earnestly live out the change in herself, which then spread to
other staff, and ultimately increased her effectiveness as a teacher.
I met John while on a recent trip to the Democratic Republic of Congo. John is a trained
agronomist that works with the United Methodist Committee on Relief (UMCOR) in
Kamina. While I envy his day job, working with small farmers year-round to improve
production of staple crops, dry-season vegetables, and improving access to clean water and
latrines, it is his weekend activities that I want to share. John not only teaches people how
to improve their health and livelihoods through agriculture during the work week, he also
lives out his values of caring for the poor on his own farm on the weekends.
I know little about John, but I could sense his passion and his commitment to his
community in the few days we traveled together. He was sponsored to study at the
Asian Rural Institute in 2009 and on his return he has been working on what he calls
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his “Weekend Summer Project.” John said, “I like my work of empowering the rural
community to help them to improve their lives. We do not have a choice as sometimes
we receive for free from others and we also give for free. This is why I had initiated a
small project on my own small land that I call Weekend Summer Project For The Benefit Of
Communities Going Through Suffering (orphans and vulnerable students) as I also went
through the same. This is why I do my work with love.” He is undertaking integrated
activities that include vegetable and maize production, experimenting with small poultry
and fish production.
John volunteers his time and his land to help his community learn about agriculture and
to help improve their livelihoods and ability to meet their primary needs: food, school,
university tuition, etc. He says, “Some of the interventions were done to help open the
mind of the community to self-reliance and development. The goal of this small weekend
summer project that I am doing during my free time especially during the weekend is for
the vulnerable people (orphans, very poor students who have difficulties to continue with
their studies) to be empowered and sustain their lives as well as to have confidence. So they
work in this project, produce and get money for their different needs (school and university
fees, food, accommodation fees for some, etc…). My contribution to this project is the land
and the knowledge and experience from Africa University/ Zimbabwe and ARI training
(Asian Rural Institute).” John is living out the values and mission of the organization for
which he works during the week, in his own life, on his own time and with his own funds.
He is being the change he is working to see in the world.
Nadege and John are change agents in their communities, people working to see change
in the world, not only because it is what they are paid to do, but because of some deeper
motivation and value that they hold as individuals. They bring these values to the
organizations for which they respectively work, and their impact is far greater than can be
measured. A dollar given to Nadege or John has more potential for deep, lasting impact,
than the same dollar given to an organization. Nadege and John are working for the
common good, and they know that they are themselves part of the commons.
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