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Introduction 
Together we are creating and nurturing something special—a time when busy individual 
leaders/professionals in the social sector voluntarily step off the treadmill to weave 
ourselves into a reflective community of practitioners, intent on sharing wisdom and 
finding new meaning for our important work and our collective contributions. In this spirit, 
we convened and gathered for Conversation 2015—our 7th iteration of the original idea; each 
building on the base of our last collective considerations. As always, we used the collective 
wisdom of this group to clarify, elevate, challenge, and amplify what we as individuals 
know about generosity and concerted action so that we might leverage this shared 
experience in our individual and collective work. 

Our time together was rich and vibrant, the pace of our days different from most other days 
in our routines. We searched for instructive moments of silence and for what Peter Senge 
refers to as moments of “profound disorientation” as we learned to see with new eyes that 
which is our work and our world. In many ways, Conversation 2015 was about exploring a 
simpler way, a clearer path to right being and wise action, unfettered from the drama and 
distraction of our days. 

“The more present and aware we are as individuals and as organizations, the more choices we 
create. As awareness increases, we can engage with more possibilities. We are no longer held 
prisoner by habits, unexamined thoughts, or information we refuse to look at….We collect 
information from measures that tell us how we are doing—whether we’re up to standard, 
whether we’re meeting our goals. But these measures lock us into learning only about a 
predetermined world….As we explore our organizations’ opportunities, life is calling us to 
experiment and change. We might discover some bold, as-yet-undreamed-of solution, some 
unique quirk of design or expression. When we do, we can feel pleased. But not for long. The 
world moves on. The world does not stay attached to a particular way of being or to a 
particular invention. It seeks diversity. It wants to move on to more inventing, to more 
possibilities. The world’s desire for diversity compels us to change.”1 

Conversation 2015 was a space for holding open questions that matter, many of which we 
spend insufficient time thinking deeply about. The five questions that framed our three-day 
exploration are these:  

1. Pursuing “organizational excellence” may—unintentionally—pull organizations 
away from meaningful and sustained concerted action in community? If so, what 
needs to happen? 

                                                   
1 Wheatley, M. J. and Kellner-Rogers, M. (1999). A Simpler Way. Berrett-Koehler Publishers, Inc.: San 
Francisco, pp. 26-27. 
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2. What are the prevailing assumptions about the way the world works? As we 
watch the social sector address big, tough social challenges, what seems to be the 
sector’s predominant “theory in use” about concerted action?  

3. What are the vital characteristics of effective collaboration and how can they 
become the norm rather than the exception? Why is concerted action a much 
more difficult path for organizations?  

4. If generosity is a catalyst for social change, will/how will it become truly grass 
roots in nature? 

5. In pursuit of wise action in community, how must leaders empower, learn, 
adjust, and improvise to create something meaningful and lasting for all people? 
Can/How can this lead to systemic change? 

I am in service to the opening, in service to the dialogue, which this edited 
transcript/summary continues to hold open. We acknowledge that “wicked problems” 
persist. Why are we not able to move the needle to the extent that we aspire to and 
espouse? Perhaps it is because we’re still largely working alone and we’re not working in a 
concerted way, free from our organizational and individual leadership ego to truly act in a 
concerted way. Perhaps it has something to do with a reluctance to act from the heart, from 
love, and from the power of diverse perspectives. 

What follows is different from past summaries of Conversations; it’s different from what I 
had initially intended. Conversation 2015 was a rich and powerful exchange, made possible 
by the vulnerability and trust offered by participants. Our conversation—like most—was 
organic. Despite starting with a frame for each day, the conversation went in the direction 
we, together, felt it should go. To honor that I decided to simply transcribe the 
conversation. I developed sub-headings to help you navigate more quickly to topics of 
interest and/or to be reminded of what was said on those points.  

Once again, I’m deeply grateful to the participants of Conversation 2015 and offer this 
summary transcript with my appreciation for you, for your generosity and leadership, and 
for your commitment to acting wisely, in concert with others, to improve the lives and 
opportunities for people in your community.  

Gary Hubbell 
August 2015  
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Conversation 2015 Day 1 

ORGANIZATIONAL EXCELLENCE – ORGANIZATIONAL RELEVANCE 

Craig: Maybe the way to think about it is, "So what?" To the extent that it's necessary 
to make an organization more functional, okay, spend some time and energy. 
It's mostly a distraction.  

 The key is remembering that “the main thing is the main thing.” A focus on 
organizational excellence is a red herring that has the potential to get in the 
way. Spending a ton of time figuring whether some process is good or bad 
may be distracting us from the main thing being the main thing. 

Jay: Our organizational excellence plans are often more inward looking, whereas 
our mission is inherently external looking. This is the paradox of 
organizational excellence.  

Kim: Every time I think of organizational excellence I think of what's going inside 
the organization. Therefore, the metrics we developed are typically internal. 
However, in this new world of more concerted action the whole definition of 
organizational excellence requires different metrics, many of which will be 
external. In this context, excellence is about integration, complementary types 
of services, and additive ways of thinking more broadly. It's not just about 
your organization internally. We need to change those definitions or those 
metrics. 

Kim: More important than organizational excellence is the question of 
organizational relevance. Are we relevant? The only way to be relevant is to 
be connected to and embedded in your community. Relevance is the Holy 
Grail.  

Rick: Has organizational excellence created the space for what it really takes to do 
work in community, even from an organizational structure point of view? Or 
is it an add-on to the traditional ways that nonprofit organizations operate? 
Seemingly, private business is structured with the capacity to work 
collaboratively. Speaking for my own organization, there is no way we have 
the people power to collaborate externally to the degree that I'd love to see us 
operate.  

Patrick: Gwyn reminds us that pursuing organizational excellence is actually getting 
in the way of getting the “right” things done.  
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Kevin: The problem in organizations is that we caught up in the “shiny things.” 

ORGANIZATIONAL EXCELLENCE – A DISTRACTION, A SYMPTOM OF HYPER-CONTROL 

Matt: Somebody who runs the largest homeless youth organization in our state 
said, "All we need to do is take our kids to the river. You don't need to give 
them 1,000 programs. We've seen more transformation when somebody just 
takes our kids and takes them to the river." You don't have to have a big 
program, you don't have to have a huge organizational structure. We can’t 
build hyper-structure around all things. Does it mean a major organization 
decides to sit down and have a conversation over coffee to help get the 
process started? Some of the most organic things are the best things there are. 
We can't systematize them very well, we can't hyper-control them very well. 
We can't “best practice” what I'm going to say at coffee.  

LOOKING FOR THE SIMPLEST SOLUTION 

Gary: You said, "You don't need 1,000 programs, you just need to allow people to 
heal one another." What are the prevailing assumptions embedded here? You 
said, "We have to systematize it, we have to resource it, we have to best 
practice it." Is it inherent in our way of thinking that, in order for our effort 
toward good to matter, we have to somehow do those things? Is that taken so 
much for granted that we go do those things, and then we miss the very heart 
of the simple organic solution? 

ROOT CAUSES ARE SYSTEMIC/CONFUSED ABOUT ULTIMATE OUTCOME 

Matt: The system is rewarding the structure, the process, and the organizational 
development to validate many of our undertakings. We just want to do 
what's going to help people. Some of those things are evidence based, and 
some of those things are just not. So much of what I’m required to do is 
evidence-based…or there will be no funding for it. I don't really know what 
to do about that. How do you pay for the work that may be the most effective 
if it’s not evidence based—especially if trying to gather the evidence erodes 
the very work being done?  

Kim: In basic conversations with funders, people may be attracted to the “shiny 
object” (new building, equipment, etc.). They don't realize what they're 
investing in is an entire change in the community. Matt helps us realize 
there's also practice-based evidence; we don't exactly why it works, but we 
know it works. Our conversations with funders should start to look at those 
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things more deeply; the real things that we're investing in? It’s my hope that 
we're inviting people to invest in resilience of people and communities. 

John: Maybe we need to start with why. I've only seen organizational excellence 
measured in the how and the what; I've never seen it measured in the why. 
How does Apple measure challenging the status quo? For us at HealthEast, 
we’re trying to create a healthy, vibrant community but we're only 
addressing the how and the what.  

Marv: The words organizational excellence create a tension. Both those words tweak 
my prevailing assumptions. To me, “organizational” conjures up hierarchies, 
systems, rules, limitations, boundaries, status quo; “excellence” suggests 
freedom, openness, newness, innovation, and relationships.  

Natalia: Organizational excellence equates to efficiency. Yet when tackling wicked 
social problems, it seems unlikely that we could be efficient; shouldn’t we go 
above and beyond and do twice as much as you would do in order to just be 
efficient. The dichotomy is interesting.  

PREVAILING ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT WHAT AN ORGANIZATION IS AND WHERE THE FOCUS IS 

Gary: Maybe we have to hold loosely the idea of organization. Natalia and those 
other millennials have told me, "We don't want these big structures, we just 
want to get the right things done." Mash-ups happen. Margaret Wheatley and 
others talk about these networks ... not organizations, but networks ... that are 
created. They swarm, and they work, and they code, and they disband, and 
they reform. It's fluid, and much more organic, and very different from my 
original 40 year old definition of organization.  

John: If we’re really focused on persistent social problems, we’re no longer seeing 
through an organizational lens, we have to adopt a whole community lens, 
with shared goals and as a result. How would all organizations bring their 
appropriate assets to a shared community? The entire community would 
work toward a common set of metrics, a common index, and everyone would 
work toward that, bringing whatever assets you could. So the prevailing 
assumption seems to be that the organization is the core of the attention—
and, therefore, pursuit of organizational excellence becomes a distraction—
whereas solving big social problems necessitates that the whole community 
(whole system) become the shared focus of all the organizations…in word, 
behavior, and metrics.  
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Kim: After being exposed to some whole system thinking about the developmental 
lifetime model of healthy children (from the Annie E. Casey Foundation), I’ve 
come to think about collaboration differently. Formerly, collaboration and 
organizational networks was always been about getting bigger, and growth 
for growth's sake. I don't think that way anymore. Because I’m now able to 
see the whole system as connected, it helps me define community in a 
different way, and it also helps me think holistically—whole person, whole 
population—and not just partnerships or collaboration just for i’s own sake of 
that. This posture seems more sustainable…and right. 

A BARRIER TO CONCERTED ACTION 

Rick: A lot of us have to be taught to collaborate for the sake of community. If 
everybody was already well versed at it we wouldn't be having this 
conversation.  

Shari: Using education as an illustration, we moved from the 1800s where one room 
schools taught all aged children together. Older kids were helping the 
younger kids, and the younger kids were keeping fun amongst the older 
kids. The teacher wasn't up there by herself; she had other kids to help her 
along the way. They acted in this sort of micro-collaborative community. 
Through the 1900s we separated our kids by grade, or by ability, and 
sometimes by class (public v. private). There is a lesson in simplicity here. 
Back then, one room school houses produced kids who knew how to 
cooperate and work together. Now, we’ve homogenized the learning tracks 
and kids have less ability to integrate with kids older and younger (plus 
untold number of other demographic variables). We’ve produced adults who 
have less ability to collaborate. 

Kevin: If our focus remains on striving for successful organizations—“organizational 
excellence—we’re going to continue to get what we’ve always got. To talk 
about community requires us to move beyond any one organization to a 
whole collection of organizations and individuals coming together to co-
create community. Community is where people live. That's where people are. 
That's no small task. That's where it gets messy.  

Matt: Excellence depends on what at its core intent. If it's efficiency, then you'd 
never want to collaborate with other people because your inability to control 
them erodes efficiency. If the goal is be effective, then you can often be a lot 
more effective s working with other people. Efficiency versus effectiveness, 
from an organizational standpoint, can be a big deal. Which is the most 
important? Are we always clear about that? 
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Kim: Maybe a prevailing assumption is that we create complex structures, and 
that's probably at the expense concerted action. Maybe another absent skill is 
our ability to create shared values, or values that community can share and 
can act upon. That's not a skill set that we have developed, because we have 
focused on these complex structures—often one organization at a time. 

Patrick: The institutions are all about perpetuating the institutions. 

Karen: I think our community incentivizes those organizational structures, and then 
defines excellence based on those organizational structures being really, 
really complex, and having lots of metrics. As a society we buy into that. I 
love John's question of why, because back to Ken talking about community. 
When you ask an organization to define success hospitals used to ask 
themselves are our beds full? Are we meeting your targets? Those are what 
we tended to define as success. However, we can keep our beds full, but that 
doesn't mean that our community is healthy.  

This inevitably returns us to the missing question of why we are doing 
all this metrics-driven organizational excellence work. When I observe 
the conversations taking place in my community our organizational 
leaders say we want to see outcomes for the kids and their 
families…but we don't address the deeper poverty issues. That 
dichotomy is an internal struggle for me. My board is really tired of 
hearing it now. This is a real dichotomy and it’s the essence of getting 
to right action in community.  

 Let me share a story from yesterday’s press conference. We introduced an 
extraordinary young man who had graduated from the foster care system. He 
had been in prison, had been a drug user, and was now finishing his master's 
in social work. During his interview a reporter asked, "What do you think 
would have made it turn out better for you?"  

In his unvarnished manner, he said, "You know, my mom's poor. 
That's why this shit happened. People were happy to pay for me to be 
in a foster care home, to pay for me to go to prison, and to pay for me 
when I went to the homeless shelter. People were paying for all this. 
But what if they took all that money and just gave it my mom?"  

To me, that question takes us to the essence of what we should be doing—
alleviating the core sources of the social problems. In so doing, we’ll be 
getting to “why.”  
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COURAGEOUS LEADERSHIP FOR A NEW TYPE OF DIALOGUE 

Ken: That’s exactly the leadership conversation that needs to take place in 
whatever leadership structures you have. We have to ask ourselves who 
owns the dilemmas we see in our communities? I believe any leader ought to 
own them, whether they're an elected official, or a parent, or a philanthropist, 
or a social change agent. When any of us observe that our organizations have 
become distracted from the systemic causes, we have to acknowledge that 
maybe we're asking the wrong questions, or leaving people out of the 
conversation, and/or attempting to measure what's safer and what's physical. 

We have to ask ourselves how we host a different leadership dialogue about 
well-being than the ones that are currently taking place in most organizations 
and communities. There's nothing irrevocable that’s stopping us from asking 
different “why” questions about the hardest issues. I guess what stops us is 
we're busy in our own organizations, or we’re busy advocating around the 
issue, or both. While this all may be excellent work, it’s not going far enough 
to break through. 

John: What would it take for our organizational board of directors (in healthcare 
for example) to shift from the current executive incentives on a three percent 
margin, a stated readmission rate, and a few other things to being incented on 
moving the needle on local health and vitality index, dropping three percent 
or, more money now being available for social service programs because we 
saved $X in health care costs?" While organizational executive incentives may 
not be the sole answer, it may be one mechanism to keep the focus on the 
systemic issues. 

Gary: [Patrick described how deeply entrenched are the broken systems in health 
care and education, fearing that they’re producing the crises that will 
bankrupt the country.] If that’s the case, what needs to happen? How do we 
disturb these organizations out of their self-perpetuation myopia? If we see a 
different way and we don’t disturb the status quo, then aren’t we complicit in 
that perpetuation? Aren’t we then just doing individually a step-down 
version of what the self-perpetuating organization does? We don’t want to 
upset our own economic self-perpetuation. Without disturbance behavior 
over time doesn’t change.  

Kim: Fundamentally, I think we’re talking about a widely shared leadership deficit 
of systemic thinking and personal courage. Many large organizations are 
independent businesses with CEOs and/or boards with big individual and 
organizational egos. The leadership role for us in the future might be 
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convening, being more catalytic, and bringing more people together. At some 
point, if you can lead people, if you become a catalyst, and if you’re moving 
more in the area of a social movement you may actually have to collaborate. 
It may require recognition that one’s understanding of the huge possibilities 
borne of what we can do together is so much more important than what any 
of us can do individually with our independent businesses and boards that 
we’re willing to sacrifice for that greater good. It may be that a whole lot of 
people aren’t willing to do that. Yet, until we think more collectively about 
that we’re doing, we’re going to stay stuck. 

John: Is there a need to start small then? Do one or two organizations need to do 
what you’re saying or cause a ripple?  

Kim: We’ve started the process as the convener. We’re having this broad 
conversation, asking, “What does social impact in Oregon mean? What does 
it mean for me? What does that mean for you?” That’s taken us a year to have 
three forums, each one about 100 people, each asking, “What would our 
community look like if we committed to the seven Sanctuary commitments?” 
We don’t believe you have to be a provider or a human-service organization 
to make those commitments. We’ve drawn people from banks, higher 
education, insurance…everywhere. If we are really committed to the 
Sanctuary principles and we’re committed to the conversation, at some point, 
it will inevitably create the positive ripples. Individuals will have to give way 
to the more robust possibilities of collective action. This is what I’m asking 
my board to help me with. 

Rick: It’s how to get from the “me” to the “we.” Unfortunately, it seems societally, 
it takes a cataclysmic event to move that needle. Where people actually, will 
sacrifice some of their own good for the sake of the larger good. That seems 
like. If we had some terrible thing happen, an atomic bomb dropped on the 
United States tomorrow, we would be rallying around the solution.  

Kim: Isn’t there this incredible opportunity as baby boomers are getting older? 
There is going to be so many more of us leaving this field. We’ve got 
millennials and even younger people coming into the conversation. Maybe 
this is the time. Maybe we can start that phenomenon.  

Shari: For organizations like mine, if we don’t involve our donors in this kind of 
conversation we’re missing the boat in a huge way. The donor needs to have 
a really strong voice in our efforts to collaborate. They are key in getting us to 
collaborate, getting us to look outside of ourselves. Because if you ask them 
where would they spend their million dollars with just one organization or 
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collectively with five or six, donors will be the first to tell you they want more 
ROI than what any single organization CEO can deliver. 

Rick: The challenge of getting to the “we” is that many donors have narrow 
interests. You got to get them beyond their individual interest to a posture 
that says “I’ll invest in something that’s for the greater good even if my own 
pet project isn’t at the front of it.” 

Shari: We have to shift our frame away from the transactional—with our boards, 
our donors, provider peers, and the whole community. It’s about bringing as 
many voices to the table as possible. 

Kim: Our organization is not donor-centric; I think we’re consumer-centric, 
community-centric. I’ve often witnessed that the donor’s perspective directly 
conflicts with our own perspective. We see people as strength-based and 
resilient; donors often see the people we care for as deficit-based who, 
without donor support, these “poor people” really won’t be able succeed. 
We’re organizing conversations more around social impact and community, 
and we’re making the donor case around that. In my view, there’s a 
difference between donors and investors. Donors often want to talk about 
buildings, programs, and services. I want investors who are thinking long-
term about impact. I think that goes hand-in-hand with this whole move 
toward right action in community. 

John: Back to I’m stuck on that if so, what needs to happen? Big is going to be 
tough. Can it happen small? Can it happen with three organizations giving 
up their interests and, while not fully merging, move toward one common 
goal or pilot? Would that need to happen to change for things to change?  

Patrick: I don’t see people collaborating. All of this goes back to people’s level of 
consciousness. Are you someone that sees the world as being abundant or are 
you one who sees scarcity? Scarcity mindset vs. abundant mindset. Are you 
someone that actually wants to make change or are you someone that just 
wants to be secure? I think you’re always fighting against that. The first stage 
for any social transformation to occur has to be a personal transformation. 
The level of personal transformation that is required for people to even want 
to risk any type of institutional change is still very much in its infancy. It’s the 
very rare leader who is going to want to risk anything in these environments-
-whether it’s in the foundation community, the healthcare sector, or the 
educational sector. Perhaps it’s more possible among small not-for-profits 
organizations because they don’t have anything to lose. Progress goes slowly. 
More thought leaders have to change the way they think about these things. 
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It takes a courageous, engaged leader whose consciousness had been pricked 
and expanded in order to do something different. Those courageous and 
conscious leaders are few in number. 

Jay: We can look back historically and see where incremental change became a 
global change over time. There is a chance for a global change if you have 
leaders who begin to make courageous decisions about where they are and 
the areas that they have control over. 

Kim: We need to reexamine how we collaborate. Often in the past it was most 
common to bring together separate organizations doing similar work. Doing 
so created efficiencies and expanded market share. Now we need to think 
horizontally, collaborating with partners who can fill in the gaps created by 
social determinants. Therefore, for an organization like mine dealing with 
children’s mental health, I want to partner with higher education, and 
agencies addressing runaway youth, homelessness, and poverty. Doing so 
gives us the traction to have more lasting impact for people. 

Kevin:  When you start talking about the issues from this perspective you find a lot of 
organizations that think like you do; people looking around for some other 
partner to join them. Because of the idea, other people come along. If you 
keep talking to people, you’re going to find some really good people. That’s 
how you build momentum for ideas that work. 

Natalia: What might be in the way is risk aversion and fear of losing stability. The 
millennial generation is starting out in a deficit already—overwhelming 
student debt being just the tip of the iceberg. However, with millennials 
being accustomed to risk and instability, perhaps they won’t be as afraid to 
take other risks or to give so much of themselves to solve wicked social 
problems.  

COURAGEOUS LEADERSHIP MEANS WHOLE COMMUNITY CONVERSATION 

Gwyn: At the Colorado Trust, we’re in a process right now of really trying to change 
philanthropy in a very dramatic way. We’re a stone in the proverbial pond of 
philanthropy. We might have a ripple effect or not. In recognizing how much 
work we have and opportunities we have to do a number of things 
differently. We have to upend the way we’ve done things because we haven’t 
solved anything. We’ve sure thrown a lot of money at problems. We need to 
have different partners. We need to upend power structures. We need to 
upend who is in these conversations. We need to have the people that are 
most impacted by what’s happening to them in their lives be at the table 
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making the decisions. We need to bring people together that have historically 
never talked to each other. 

Back to our earlier metaphor of getting really efficient about plucking babies 
out of the water downstream versus questioning why the babies are in the 
water to begin with…Most of what we do right now is focused on just 
plucking people out of the downstream all the time. We’ll just do that forever 
until we start to get to the upstream. In the health care context, hospitals 
make much money plucking people out of the downstream than they do 
solving the upstream. The upstream doesn’t pay. Downstream is where the 
payments are made. The systems are set up to incent in a really, different 
way.  

It can’t just be the disenfranchised having the conversation. It’s got to be the 
whole community. I personally haven’t sat at tables where rich and poor 
people are sitting together right now working on the problems of community. 
Ferguson Missouri will never be a great community if it’s only black people 
that are making the plea for police brutality to stop. It just never will be. It’s 
getting different people into those conversations and recognizing that as a 
white person of privilege, I don’t live in a great community because there are 
oppressed people in my community.  

Patrick: Recently, social media has done more for civil rights than a lot of other levers 
for change. The public can no longer bury their heads to what goes on in 
Ferguson, Missouri and similar places.  
 
I have to believe that the human spirit is basically, good and that, together, 
we will prevail. Regardless of the size of our communities or the size of our 
organizations, we essentially have the same set of challenges. 

John: Are we saying, then, that what it takes to address these wicked problems is 
for you or your organization to do it and risk failure, even if the initial effort 
is of small scale and even if everyone thinks we’re crazy? 

Gwyn: I think we have to. What is the option? In my mind, there is no option. I 
wouldn't continue working in philanthropy if I couldn't do something really 
different on that. To just do what we’re already doing, I don’t see a future in 
that.  

Matt: Helping Men Heal is at this point right now as we’re building our business 
model. Conclusive research—recently affirmed by 55 diverse leaders 
throughout Oregon—makes clear that male trauma matters but nobody 
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knows what to do about it. So, as we’re building the business model we have 
a choice of whether to assume a singular or a collaborative posture in how 
we’ll address male trauma. Our choice has been the latter. Despite being a 
small organization, we’re recognizing male trauma as a truly national issue. 
We can’t think small because the interconnectedness is everywhere. For 
example, in a recent discussion with a university president, I used the 
national statistics on the pervasiveness of male trauma as an overlay to his 
university’s male student population. This helped him understand for the 
first time that—statistically—of his 4,000+ male students 1,900 of them are 
sex-abuse or other trauma survivors. This president acknowledged having 
recently been part of a convening of college presidents where they agreed 
that their biggest shared challenge what they came to call “the baggage of our 
students.” While decreasing student retention issues are the symptom most 
noticeable, it’s not because the kids aren’t smart enough. It is because they’re 
drinking and dealing ineffectively with past traumas that make navigating 
college life demands too difficult with. So, even though our seemingly small 
effort through Helping Men Heal doesn’t immediately show connection to 
higher education institutions (and nearly every other type of organization), 
we know the trauma is directly related to many of the root issues those 
organizations are up against. So, while we are small in current stature, we 
believe we have to see and act much bigger than we are. The paradox is that 
because we’re so small, we can’t attract the funding attention of big money 
players who judge our potential impact by examining our balance sheet. 

Gary: One of our framing questions for Conversation 2015 was: “What are the 
prevailing assumptions about the way the world works? As we watch the 
social sector address big, tough social challenges, what seems to be the 
sector’s predominant “theory in use” about concerted action?” From our 
discussion to this point I’ve heard ten prevailing assumptions that we may be 
identifying as acting from a widely shared collective unconscious that then 
frames the thinking about concerted action for greater impact.  

1. Courageous and inspired leaders are in short supply.  

2. Change is easier in small settings than large settings. We won’t “boil 
the ocean”. We won’t or can’t achieve transformative change.  

3. Privileged people and poor people can’t be at the same table to find 
solutions.  

4. People holding the purse and power strings and the existing system 
tend to incentivize complex structures. 
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5. We create complex structures to the detriment of simple values the 
community can share and act upon.  

6. Our work has to be systematized.  

7. Our work has to be evidence-based in order to placate funders.  

8. We have to demonstrate adherence to best practices. 

9. We believe we have to solidify our own organization’s economic 
security first, focusing on self-perpetuation.  

10. Living with wicked problems must be okay because we’re willing to 
tolerate them rather than addressing the core issues.  

Perhaps our conversation today helps shine a light on these unconscious 
barriers to more effective concerted action in community. By becoming more 
aware of these prevailing assumptions we can give voice to them, thereby 
bringing them into our shared consciousness. Then we can get closer to the 
essential wisdom of real community.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
  

Abandon Success 
By Thomas Merton 

Catholic monk, writer, and activist 
 

”Do not depend on the hope of results... 
You may have to face the fact that your work 

will be apparently worthless and even achieve no results at all,  
if not perhaps results opposite to what you expect. 

As you get used to this idea, you start more and more to concentrate not 
on the results, but on the value, the rightness, the truth of the work itself... 

gradually you struggle less and less for an idea  
and more and more for specific people. 

In the end, it is the reality of personal relationships 
that saves everything.” 

 
From Margaret Wheatley’s Perseverance (2010), p. 139. 
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Conversation 2015 Day 2- Morning 

Ken: I'm most interested in how the personal and the organizational can really link 
with community in a way that's more profound and good for people than we 
have been able to generate in our discussion to this point. We could have a 
conversation about organizational relevance and effectiveness in service of 
what kind of community? Yesterday, this was in the background and surfaced a 
little but we didn't have enough time to go all the way there. Getting the 
”why”—the several deeper “why's”—might be good before we revisited how 
to do it well.  

We spend a lot of time in our organizations doing well or trying to do things 
better. But there’s still a big stretch to make even the simple simplest things of 
our work connect to the deeper “why’s” of opportunity, justice, community, 
family well-being, more health, and equity for people who are struggling. 

ORGANIZING (COMMUNITY) FOR REAL CONVERSATIONS  

Shari: Gwyn’s comments at the end of the day yesterday were eye-opening and it 
felt painful. You said you don't even want non-profits at the table right now 
because you perceive we all come in with our own agendas; we take the 
money and run; we come back when it's spent—often, seemingly, ill spent to 
the point where the money’s not really solving anything.  

 Non-profits want to solve the same things that you, the funder, want to solve, 
but if we're not at the table with you, and you're not at the table with us, I 
don't know how else it's going to start. We need to have those conversations. 
We all have to open up a deeper dialogue and risk asking one another what 
we think.  

John: Perhaps it starts with small groups of like-minded organizations in 
community willing to approach issues in a different way—a collective way. 
There's got to be an opening there with some like-minded folks, even if it's a 
small group.  

Kim: A comment yesterday that stuck with me is that “love is the drive toward 
unity of the separated.” Yesterday’s reading from the Hopi elders’ wisdom—
the idea that everything we need is here and we're the ones we’ve been 
waiting for—is instructive for us and, perhaps, symbolized by the round 
table at which we sit in this Conversation. Perhaps our post-Conversation role is 
to return to our community and create this type of conversation; setting this 
table. Everybody needs to be at the table, even the not-for-profits because 
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their voice is different from yours as the investor/funder. You still may 
determine what investment is ultimately made but the power of voice and 
inclusion is important. 

Gwyn: I certainly want to stress that the nonprofit sector plays a role. What 
philanthropy has done that has not been helpful is gotten in the middle of the 
relationship between nonprofits and those they're trying to serve. As a 
funder, what we're trying to do is very intentionally get ourselves out of the 
middle of that relationship. This shift creates challenges for nonprofits and 
challenges for communities. To really shake it up instead of giving money to 
nonprofits as the proxy, we're going to give the money to the community. 
The community is going to which nonprofit organizations will help us, for 
example, achieve health equity or help us be the great community that we 
want to be. Therefore, this shift is not pushing the nonprofits out and saying 
they have no role. They certainly have a role; they are altruistic, and have a 
passion and a commitment that's valuable to the community.  

 Philanthropy (funders/foundations) have disrupted that relationship in a way 
that hasn't been healthy. Community is saying to nonprofits, these are ways 
that you can more effectively help us. That conversation really changes when 
the nonprofits’ work and identity change is involved.  

I think it's really good. I'm excited about that. Versus when they get to  

 It simply wastes good nonprofit time and energy when they have to figure us 
(the funder) out—courting us and writing proposals that require all their 
time. Unlike the academic settings I’m familiar with, philanthropy isn’t 
having real conversations. There’s a weird cordiality around foundations, 
prohibiting us from having a real conversation because someone always 
wants something that you have. It makes us feel like we’re always being 
pleased, which really gets old. I miss the critical inquiry of the academic 
setting, finding instead in philanthropy circles a real phobia about that. We 
don't confront each other, we don't challenge each other.  

 When I talk about “community” I’m referring to place based work. The 
community is defined geographically. That means that it's not a population 
within that geography—like immigrant populations, for example—but it's 
about the richness of a place and the people that are in that place. 

Jay: Most of the nonprofits I'm aware of came out of the need and said we need to 
deal with a chosen issue. They then ask, “How do we do bring people 
together around the table and begin to talk about strategies…and where do 
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we get the money?” The pattern has been to form a not-for-profit to work at 
solving a problem or addressing an issue in community. But we have to ask 
whether nonprofits are truly working together with funders, or do we see the 
funders as God handing out the resources so we have to placate them so they 
will give us the money. Sadly, it’s a well-established syndrome that might be 
in the way of better progress. 

Gwyn: Instead of the foundation/funder or the well-intended nonprofit declaring 
what problem we're going to work on, we're trying to stir and ignite a 
different conversation in the community. We say to the community, “What 
are the problems that we should be working on and who are the right 
partners for that work?” Funders and single nonprofits can’t just go in and 
assume all that. It’s fairly arrogant to do that. We’re trying to bring people to 
a table that we would historically not deal with or talk to. (Referring to one of 
the photo posters on the table depicting vulnerable people), we don't talk to 
these people; we never talk to these people; we talk to the people that look 
like us. If we did, I'm convinced that would be a different conversation and 
there would be different problems identified. 

Rick: It seems like community organizers might be really important people in this 
mix because they’re talking to people and can communicate back to the 
funders. To reinforce your point, a lot of funders—including our 
organization—traditionally have a love/hate relationship with community 
organizers because their typical ask is for money to organize and listen to all 
the really important things being discussed in community but funders have 
tended to be more interested in the outcome of those conversation; the 
results. I’m excited that you’re investing in community organizers. 

Gwyn: In our process so far we're investing in the process of convening. We’re 
investing in every way you can imagine, from paying people to be at that 
table to translation, to transportation, to childcare, to food, to space, the 
facilitation needs, whatever that is. 

Kim: As we consider place-based work, perhaps we need to redefine community 
moving forward. Jay talked about the genesis of so many not-for-profits, but I 
wonder about the widely shared definition of community when those 
organizations were started. Was it just people that had voice and resources to 
create certain services? This is certainly true for the not-for-profits I’ve seen. 
As we look forward to these zones of intervention (place-based work), we 
have to redefine community differently around equity, inclusion, and voice.  
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Patrick: I spent the first 5 years of my career as a community organizer for the 
Industrial Areas Foundation, which was the organization that pioneered 
community organizing. The Foundation was founded by Saul Alinsky and 
my bosses were his immediate hand-picked successors to the organization.  

The first thing you realize when you're a community organizer is it's really 
about leadership development. It's about finding people in the community 
that have a vision that want to do things.  Then, you realize pretty quickly 
you have to find things that bring them into conflict. The only way you 
develop leadership is by putting people into action. The way community 
organizing has traditionally done that is been to identify issues that people 
have a passion and anger about. Then, you start disturbing the system.  

From my experience leaders are leaders. These people generally find their 
way into positions of authority, power, and influence. They were people that 
were active in their churches and in local not-for-profits. I'm a big believer in 
not-for-profits so I think it's a mistake to think you can touch the community 
without going through not-for-profit institutions. It doesn't feel authentic for 
a funder to say they’re going to go find all these people in community. The 
only way you get things done is by working in an organized manner. That's 
why institutions get created. Sure, they get off track a little bit and it could be 
that the local agency in the community doesn't have representation. We all 
know of organizations supposedly representing community that are filled 
with people who have no real ties to those communities.  

Fundamentally, community organizing is about disturbing the system. 
Therefore, our approaches need to be carefully chosen. 

Shari: The notions of disturbing the system and being organized don't go together. 
Grassroots groups are a great example of creating change by often getting in, 
getting done what they have to get done, and getting out—without ever 
being truly organized.  

Patrick: As a community organizer what you try and do is go into community and 
identify a problem. Then you dig deeper to understand why we have this 
problem. Pretty quickly you come up against prejudice, racism, economics, 
the deck stacked against the people in those neighborhoods. Then you try to 
find a wedge issue that's going to get everybody angry, quite frankly. Then, 
you push against it and that's what allows the leadership to experience 
power, to experience making a difference, to experience making change. 
That's messy and foundations have historically run from that because their 
boards are typically made up of people who hold power. 
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TAKING WISE RISK BY INVESTING IN/HIRING PEOPLE OF THE COMMUNITIES YOU WISH TO THRIVE 

Savannah: Everybody’s looking for the expert; somebody who has years of experience 
and a big résumé. It seems to me that a lot of nonprofits aren't willing to take 
the risk and hire people like me, which I think is a really small risk in the 
right direction. I can communicate with communities in ways that other 
people at this table cannot. When you hire people who have experienced 
exactly what the community is experiencing that's immediately a wedge in, 
and the community is going to trust you. You can give hope to that 
community as well.  

Often, just getting in is so hard for people like me. There needs to be more 
positions, more organizations that are going to mentor us and give life-
experienced survivors an opportunity to become leaders, because. Nobody 
wants to take that risk with you. Nobody wants to give you that opportunity. 
Everybody talks about how important it is, but nobody actually does it. 
That's what it feels like to me. Non-profits need to hire more people for 
fundraising, marketing, community organizing, whatever. You can teach all 
the skills but you can't teach people how to authentically know what it’s like 
to experience the life of a community. That can be really powerful. 

 For people who have survived, we're angry. We don't have anything to lose. 
I'm still in poverty and I'm in debt and I had to be a mom by the time I was 
six years old. Throw a lot stuff my way and I'll be okay. Those are the people 
you really want to represent your organization. Organizations need to do 
more, take these risks, and give people a chance. Sometimes all people need 
is a little bit of mentoring. Sometimes all people need is once every three 
months meeting with somebody to give them emotional support and 
mentoring; to say your perspective matters and we value you. I think that 
goes way further than anybody is currently imagining. We often over 
complicate things.  

 Yes, people’s basic necessitates need to be met--people need food and 
housing. They also just need emotional investment; somebody to say to you, 
“I believe in you, you have potential. Here's my advice. Here's what I think 
you should do.” I think having people like that to compare with people in the 
community would have a huge ripple effect, because when people start 
feeling empowered they want to empower other people in their community.  

Gary: What do we think others—institutions, nonprofits, people with power—are 
risking? What's the barrier? What seems to be the fear that's in the way of 
meeting the requests that Savannah just gave voice to? 
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Savannah: It comes down to organizational excellence. Organizational leaders worry 
that these community survivors won't be able to provide the consulting or the 
perspective to keep the organization excellent. In reality, a nonprofit trying to 
keep the community healthy should be thinking about how to lead and how 
do we keep a community excellent. Community survivors—people of the 
community—are the people that are going to be able to do that in an 
authentic way.  

 It's so powerful to be able to see other people who have survived and have 
experienced what you've experienced. Despite the best intentions of people 
who try to provide support, it's hard. You don't feel like they authentically 
can understand what you've been through, so there is going to be a lot of 
push-back. It's not even that I don't want your support; it's more that I just 
feel so disconnected that I don't even know how to relate. 

Jay: When we hire people like Savannah and others we're concerned that funders 
considering investing in us will look at the résumés of our staff and ask 
whether these the best people we can have doing your work. They’ll say, 
“We're concerned about your sustainability and it appears that you don't 
have people with the necessary experience and degrees…. 

Savannah: Why aren't nonprofits set up where there is a layer of mentorship? It's not 
like you have to hire these community people and put them in top positions? 
If the nonprofit is set up to be sustainable is should set up layers of 
mentorship so the people who moved up can mentor the new people. There 
is such a hierarchy and people just really get siloed in their positions. To me, 
that's not sustainable either. 

Matt: Bill Moyers wrote a book called The Movement Action Plan. It is the DNA of 
how movements happen. Movements are super strategic. Movements are 
organized. Martin Luther King Jr didn't pick Selma by accident. They always 
pick the place where they're going to have the biggest explosion. There was 
nothing random about anything the civil rights movement did. Their leaders 
trained folks for a month to sit at counters and absorb all kind of racist slurs 
before they sat at that lunch counter in the actual community. Same with the 
women’s rights movement, which Moyers also details. 

 My work is around male trauma and loss, which in a lot of ways is a 
movement because we’re trying to change the way people think about the 
way men experience trauma. While conducting our male trauma/loss survey I 
got asked why we didn't interview survivors of trauma. I said, “We did; 
they're just leading organizations…because who hasn't experienced trauma? 
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Nobody.” Some people look a lot better in the way that they express their 
trauma and the cars they drive, and where they live, and their titles, but 
everybody has experienced trauma. We’ve discovered a “Walmart 
perception” that everybody who goes to Walmart creates trauma. I bet there 
are more CEOs that have experienced trauma than people who shop at 
Walmart, because CEOs have nobody else to talk to about their stuff.  

To Savannah’s point about the risk of entrusting one with lived experienced 
(which I call survivors) with organizational leadership, it’s very real for me. 
I'm a person who is a survivor and I’m leading an organization. My greatest 
fear is that when we build the National Center for Male Trauma and Loss 
they could replace me with the world’s smartest expert on male trauma. I 
voiced that to the board 12,000 times. There are people that are way smarter 
than me when it comes to the clinical side of male trauma, because I don't 
know a lot about the clinical side of male trauma. People like me are 
experiential experts in what we've been through and nobody can replace our 
experiential expertise. It’s just feeling comfortable in that role as survivors of 
horrible things. I have a fear that I'm going to build something that I'm going 
to get kicked out of because I'm not qualified enough for the funders that are 
going to write the gigantic checks to keep us going. There are probably few 
people on this planet more qualified to help men heal—given all the craziness 
I have experience—but that's a hard sell to somebody who has a $12 million 
dollar foundation who wants to make sure you're qualified enough to get the 
money. It's a weird balance. You almost have to build up a mixed 
organization of people that can play both sides. 

That fear of inadequacy is a real thing; a natural fear. Having a mentor has 
helped me through the fear. Currently my mentor is the retired CEO of 
Redbox, who is mentoring me on business. I want to understand how to run 
a large, replicable business all over the country.  

Rick: That fear of somebody replacing you because the organization is reaching a 
different point in its growth and maturity also stifles progress.  Whether it’s a 
foundation staff, or elsewhere, you bring people in that are different. They’re 
going to see issues differently and if you fear you’ll become irrelevant or 
become the CEO that's created an organization that's going to grow beyond 
that CEO’s own capability and get brushed aside…..I think you've got to be 
careful there. 

Matt: At the end of the day you do it anyway because you want to help people get 
better. Kim Scott talks about creating an organization that doesn't need him 
anymore. You have to be willing to do that, but at the same time you know it 
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is a hard test. You've just got to do it anyway because it's the right thing to do 
even if nobody thinks it makes any sense. That's what we do, but it is that 
battle that one has to push through in order to move forward. 

HOW MANY COMMUNITIES ARE THERE? 

Kim: As leaders we can say that we want to be part of the community; we want to 
be in community. Maybe we don't know entirely what that means. Savannah, 
I hear you saying you wanted to be in the community. As I hear your talk, I 
thought to myself, I can't be in community with you in the street right? You 
don't feel like I want you in our community, which is heart breaking to me. 
Then I think, what is our definition of community, what is that engagement 
piece? If you feel like you can't live in our community then we're failing, 
really failing. Hearing Matt talk about his fear of being replaced because of 
whatever concept of excellence that we have when we think of community 
leaders, to me that's just really sad. We need to think about that, because I 
want to be in your community and I also want you in my community.  

Savannah: I do feel a part of your community, yet why do I have to be put in a position 
where to be part of your community, I have to leave my community. That's 
where the system is flawed. I'm not leaving my community. I'm not doing 
that. I refuse to leave my community. I refuse to forget everything I've been 
through, where I came from. I'm not leaving those people behind. That's what 
frustrating. It feels like the system is set up where, to be successful and to 
make it, I have to be completely disconnected from everything I came from. 
We need to find ways to bridge that gap, where I feel like I can step into your 
world and be part of your community and bring my community; bringing 
those two communities together. It just feels like it's not set up to work that 
way yet. 

Kim: Is it our definition of inclusion that puts you in that position of feeling like 
inclusion for you may mean that you're going to leave people behind? If we 
are the supposed “powers that be”—talking about equity and inclusion—I 
wonder if our definition of inclusion has been defined in such a way that for 
Savannah to be part of what we're doing, just by definition, means that she is 
leaving her community behind. 

Matt: You're including us in your community, you're not coming to our 
community. So we have to go up. In Savannah’s case as a woman and as a 
minority, she has a harder time with it. She (we) has to go into your 
community and be reflective of it so people feel comfortable with her. As a 
black man, I’m one way in our local pizza parlor with my 40 cousins (all loud, 
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fun, and boisterous) than I am when I’m there with while folks (all quiet and 
reserved). The one behavior is views as aggressive and inappropriate; the 
other is accepted and expected.  

 When I go to a foundation to ask them for a half a million dollars I have to be 
for them in the way they want me to be. I have to look and act a certain way. I 
have to bring people with me that are like them. I have to bring my board 
members who are like them; people that are connected to them that are like 
them before I'm legitimate enough for them to even consider giving me a 
grant. That's really the game that you have to play.  

Gary: Are all of us operating from an attachment to “our” community, which just 
seems to reinforce the separateness like there is multiple communities. Isn't 
that artificial? Are we so bought into the fact that there are all these different 
communities and that's just the way it is, that we're talking about leaving one 
community to be in another community? Arguably might it be possible that 
there is only one community and we share it equally, but if we take the 
barriers with us and act out of that assumption, the barriers remain and 
probably get stronger? 

Patrick: I think there's multiple communities. There is no such thing as one 
community. I don't think there is anything wrong with you changing your 
behavior when you're with friends and then when you're going to meet with 
a group of foundation people. I don't see anything wrong with that, I really 
don't. I think it's your being culturally sensitive, culturally appropriate. I 
mean in healthcare right now they talk about how physicians and medical 
providers need to adapt and change their style depending on who they're 
dealing with. They're saying basically you need to adapt, you need to change 
the way you are. Be flexible. 

Marv: We've learned different communities. I think there is one community, but over 
time we basically build all these walls and define who I am, who my 
community is, my family. That actually is what gets in the way of really 
knowing each other. Collaboration is natural; we learn separateness. Look at 
children, particularly really young children. We screw ourselves up, 
particularly once we get in our working lives. We train people into 
separateness. Collaboration is very natural, yet we train people into 
individuality. A big part of our job is to unlearn that, to start dropping those 
barriers and see ourselves as one community as best we can. It's not easy, but 
I think it's a piece that we have to just keep laying down. 
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UNPACKING RACISM 

Kim: In the last year my eyes have been open a bit to this issue.  I have a black man 
now as my executive coach and who I’ve known for 20 years. He shared with 
me two videos that were quite eye-opening: one was called The Color of Fear 
and the other one was Bill Moyer's interview with Angela Blackwell. The 
Color of Fear presented the view that conversations about community are 
dismissive of the fact that there are actually not only multiple communities, 
but there are a number of Americas. You and I live in a different America 
than Matt and Savannah.  

Marv: Part of the problem is the way we look at things. We're looking at the 
differences, which is such a western (and so disvalued) approach. We have to 
realize our frame of reference—we walk into a room and quickly take 
inventory: different colors, different sizes, all surface stuff. However, the 
commonality is internal. We talked about risks and fears. We all have them. 
When we start to talk about those deeper internal things the external starts to 
go away and dissolve. As leaders in philanthropy and nonprofits we really 
have to stop reinforcing all those external differences.  

Kim: What if the differences become that you and I continue to live the way that 
we do and you and may be friendly to one another but you continue to live 
the way that you do in a decidedly different economic position. It's not 
because we're bad people, it's because systemically, that's where it is.  

Marv: Well, what's most important? Is economic success the most important? If 
you're going to externally look at economic success and say that's the 
measure of whether we're alike, we're never going to get there. But if we look 
at love, at freedom, at collaboration, and some of the other issues that are 
actually more internal, we can get to a point of deeper and lasting connection. 
We're so grounded and so focused on the external that we really miss the 
opportunities to intersect.  

Matt: Compassion comes from understanding and understanding historical 
trauma. My dad is black and he’s a steel worker; my mom is white and she’s 
VP of a bank. Take something as ordinary as language and frame of 
reference. In my house growing up the word police to my meant the “po-
lice;” my mom calls the police the “plice.” They have two totally different 
versions in their same house. I can have two completely different 
conversations depending on what room I'm in and which parent I'm talking 
to about the police, but for me, I understand the “po-lice” and the “plice” 
because I grew up with that context.  
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 I can have compassion for why the Ferguson riots happened and I can also 
have compassion for the guy on the treadmill next to me that doesn't get why 
those black folks are all upset because they both come from two totally 
different environments. If the black side understands the white side of it, not 
just the white folks always understand the black side of it, then you can have 
understanding, compassion, love, and collaboration. However, if you skip the 
education and the historical trauma. People—all people—don’t act the way 
they act for no reason. There's a lot of history about why it's hard for 
Savannah to be a young person from a minority community providing board 
leadership to a big organization or why it's hard for me to lead an 
organization and yet seem scared. We have a reason. It isn't random. It isn’t 
about being right or wrong; it’s about understanding context.  

Marv: I'm not dismissing the external because that's how we all operate but I think if 
we continue to reinforce that we're gonna be lost.  

Gwyn: I'm not sure this is just external. This is a lived experience. A reality. This is at 
the cellular level of living in this country as a person of color and you can't 
take that away and you can't say that's not true. How many of you have been 
pulled over by police because of the color of your skin? It has not happened, 
but I think it's probably happened to Matt and it's scary as hell because at that 
point there's a man with a weapon, there's a history, a story, and a reality.  

Matt: We call it driving while black.  

Gwyn: In the eighties in San Francisco, I had a black man in a car with me and I got 
pulled over and I'm like why am I being pulled over, and he pulled me over 
and he came up to my side and he goes "Ma'am are you okay?" I'm like what 
the crap what are you talking about? You've got to be kidding me. I was so 
friggin' shocked. I was shocked. That had never happened to me in my life 
and I never forgot it and when we pulled away I said "What just happened?" 
He goes "You're with a black man in a car," and I'm like "Huh?" I was blown 
away.  

Savannah: There are different communities and it's not necessarily a bad thing. I don't 
want to create equality because I want to be me. I'm a Latina; I come from 
poverty; I'm street smart. I don't want to lose that because that is how I've 
survived and I think it's given me a lot of resources, but I want equity. I don't 
want to make my community just like the white dominant community, but if 
I have access to the same resources and we create equity then I feel like you 
can come to different communities, we can come to your community, and 
then we can start to build one community. Creating equality is not what 
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people of color and people in poverty are after. It's creating equity. Equality is 
making everybody the same. A dominant culture is not about individuals, it’s 
a systemic thing. I have friends of color who are very anti-white and I don't 
agree with that because it is an individual thing. We are all a product of the 
system we're living in. We can only be so objective and go so far outside of 
our reality. What makes the community different is lived experience and 
access to resources. Who has access to those resources?  

Shari: In some respects the world can be black and white, but by virtue of what you 
just said, “I come into your guys' world,” that doesn't feel very black and 
white to me. It's by virtue of you even if for a second coming into “our” 
world that our world is shaking up. Our world is very different now because 
you're part of it and we're so blessed. 

Savannah: I find it a good thing that I know how to ride with the street people and be 
with CEOs. That is something with value; it's not a bad thing. I love 
experiencing different cultures like urban verses rural; the world is not black 
and white. You can have male privilege and be oppressed as a man of color. 
You can have white privilege and be oppressed as a woman. You can be white 
and poor. You can be a person of color and wealthy. From a larger community 
perspective we do need to look at who has access to the resources and what is 
the dominant culture and question whether we are always telling people to 
be successful they have to be a certain way? Maybe that's not the best way to 
do things. Maybe it's so much more, and organizations should be filled with 
all different kinds of people but they're often filled with all the experts.  

Shari: Savannah, something you said goes back to our Conversation 2015 theme of 
wise action. We're all leaders around this table. Because of that we feel like 
it's our obligation to solve things. We're the leaders. We're supposed to be 
solving things. Sometimes I feel so frustrated leaving these Conversations 
without really solving everything. We haven't solved anything. What's up 
with this? We're leaders. We're supposed to be solving things! Savannah I 
heard you say earlier that we all have the capability of being leaders. So 
maybe it's our job to help people (individuals, populations, communities) 
find their internal authentic leadership. I think they all have that capability 
and maybe rather than us lead and solve the problems we lead by bringing 
leadership out of other people. 

Savannah: And that's what I think part of leadership is. It's not always about solving 
problems. I really think people/the communities they need to be the ones 
who identify and decide because they're the experts. They're the ones who are 
surviving and doing everything so they know what they need but as leaders 
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we can bring them agency2 and resources but the people need to lead the 
way. You spend all this money and time hiring all these experts to come up 
with all these ways to solve problems but if the people aren't involved and it's 
not their way of doing things you just wasted all your time and money and 
you're not even going to reach them. You need to let the people lead the way 
and as leaders you need to bring the agency and resource.   

RISK, FEAR OF LOSS, AND CONNECTION 

John: Another leadership issue that's much simpler from my perspective is tied to 
Savannah’s comment that she has nothing to lose. In my work, I feel like I 
have a heck of a lot to lose. I've got as mortgage and a family and everything 
else. Every leader does so I want to make sure we at least acknowledge that 
risk.  

Jay: I wanted to share just briefly that an experience over the last four years in the 
little town where I live. I mentioned Allen who brought his belongings in a 
plastic bag into town and was arrested. My wife kept saying to me you need 
to get involved with Allen. I said, "I don't want to get involved with Allen. 
He's got too much baggage."  

 Finally, circumstances changed and I did get to know Allen. He's a former 
felon, former meth addict, former heroin addict, who had quite a lot of 
trauma. My idea was coming along to help him get his act together. What's 
happened is that I have learned so much about life from Allen. I went to help 
him and the amazing thing that's happened is that he has helped me.  

 I got a phone call from Allen yesterday. They're opening a shelter in an old 
apartment complex and the neighbors have opposed it and he went before 
the county planning commission yesterday and he said, “You know before I 
met you I would have been telling those folks where to go. I stayed calm. I 
stated my case. I didn't cuss anybody out. I didn't throw anything or threaten 
anybody and they upheld my case. I've learned so much from you Jay." That's 
how you build bridges in community, maybe in ways that are not 
particularly intentional but it happens as you allow yourself to come on the 
same level and learn from each other. I think that's the role of leadership—
coming to the same level, each having something to teach and something to 
learn.       

                                                   
2 An individual’s or group’s ability to make effective choices and to transform those choices into desired 
results. 
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Marv: This may be hard to describe, but what have you learned from Allen?  

Jay: I've learned that his issues and his coping mechanisms are not a lot different 
from mine.  

Marv: Just different outside?  

Jay: Yeah, and how we have learned to support each other and be there for each 
other really has been life changing.  

Kim: Our Conversation is about right being, wise action in community. Savannah 
and John commented on perceptions of risk and loss. A lot of us around this 
table are in a leadership role in our communities. I’m watching how this 
conversation is evolving around this table and I wonder if what gets us stuck 
here is a reflection of part of the issue when we try to work in community. 
What is it if we're in touch with the community in a different way--with wise 
action? What are the things that I/we might lose? Is it that fear of loss that 
keeps us from thinking about real connection and concerted action at a 
deeper level? The issue isn’t so much identified structural barriers but 
different kinds of barriers. This gets to intrinsic values or perspectives. Maybe 
our perspective is blind to some of these things. When John said that there is 
loss, I'm thinking, “Yeah. There is. There's some change. There's some loss 
with that thinking.”  

John: That was the point: there's risk and loss and we need to talk about it. I want 
to acknowledge it.  

Craig: Savannah does have something to lose. In a sense, all of us are about 
protecting what we have to lose. People with power—those in control—hear 
“collaboration” and say it's somebody who doesn't have control asking for a 
share in control. It's about convincing people with control to give some of it 
up. So when we say to people you really ought to collaborate, on an 
intellectual level that makes sense, it’s logical, and that feels and sounds like 
the right thing to do. Isn't it largely about each of us protecting what we have 
to lose? Even though Savannah said she had nothing to lose, she went on to 
define some of the things you absolutely did not want to lose. It's almost like 
we're asking the question, “How do we talk people into collaborating? How 
do we talk people into being willing to share what they don't want to give 
up?”  
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GENEROSITY AND SOCIAL MEDIA 

Natalia: I’d like to interject a comment about social media. I used to work with a 
foundation called Homeless in Seattle. There's a lot of gentrification 
happening in Seattle right now with big condo buildings and other 
development displacing poor people who were previously living there in the 
best ways they could. Now, they’re displace so the homeless population is 
just skyrocketing and the shelters are over populated.  

There's a man who lived in Seattle’s Tent City for a year and then he was able 
rent a house. He then put the word out on Facebook and social media: “If 
you're homeless, come here and we will help you.” He had no resources; 
there were no beds. He had a little one room shack. He's been there for two 
years now and he's done more for the homeless population in Seattle in those 
two years than I've ever seen. He puts online personal stories and black and 
beautiful black and white photographs of everyone who comes there, and 
then puts out a call: “This person had their camper towed…He needs tags; 
this person lost his dog and he needs two hundred dollars to get it out of the 
shelter. 

People like me see these stories and want to do something to help but are 
afraid to go there.  As a young woman, I can't go down to Tent City and start 
handing things out. I would fear for my life. But I can donate through Pay 
Pal. I can reach these people that normally wouldn’t know how to reach out. 
These very real stories of “this person needs $200, this person needs $300….” 
But they end up raising thousands of dollars, often within minutes or hours. 
This has been very transformative. You can ship things to this small one room 
place, like socks and sleeping bags and tents. I know it's a very small scale, 
but it's amazing what it's done for the community—especially because the 
shelters can't keep up with the needs.  

This is one way of connecting in community on an individual basis and it 
seems to be helping a lot more. I think social media is the only way that this 
organization can succeed because people don't really have time to go down 
and take time out of their lives to do this. It's great to just click and read a 
short story and click and make a donation. You feel good about it and it's 
really helping. Social media can be bridge to these communities so people 
don't feel threatened about connecting and maybe help them.  

Matt: When my kids ask me why I gave the guy standing on the corner five bucks. 
Do I know if he's going to go drink it, smoke it, or do something else? I said, 
“No, but I’ve got this little guiding voice that says give the guy five bucks. It's 
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not my job to monitor what he does with the five bucks. Sometimes I have to 
trust that there's a need and I have the opportunity to help.” I'm not going to 
give him $2,500 bucks, but I’ll give him five bucks and that five bucks can 
change his life. You never know. Sometimes I'm just supposed to give 'cause 
it seems like the right thing because you never know when it's that moment 
that you're going to give that dollar that could make a big difference.  

NAVIGATING A NARRATIVE OF FEAR, LOSS, AND DIFFERENCE 

Savannah: It seems like we've been told this narrative over and over that something's 
going to be taken away from us to give somebody else an opportunity. It's 
not like I want to see non-profits replace those people who are experts. I want 
to create a shared environment. I want there to be enough of a position for 
somebody else. We live in a society where the narrative is that to create a 
space to help a person you’ve got to give up everything. It doesn’t have be 
that way and I don't really think that's what people want. They don’t want 
you to have to give up everything. They don't want to take anything from 
you. They just want to be at the table as well. They want to create more of a 
shared space. It comes down to equity. 

Rick: Dynamics have changed. You can say all you want that people shouldn't 
have fear, but people do fear loss from change. They don't fear change; it's the 
loss that they're going to experience. Somehow a vision has to be created for 
why that fear actual loss is better to have that because of some future state 
that's better for everybody.  

Karen: If I hired you today to come and I’d teach you to lobby, what would it take 
for you to feel like you weren't having to come to my world? Again, I’m 
coming from my own internalized institutionalized tradition. I don't know 
what it is that you see that separates my agency from your world. What 
would that look like?  

Savannah: You just said it. You gave me an opportunity to be at your table. That's all I 
want. You hired me.  

Karen: But if I hired you would you feel like you're having to “come up?” The 
terminology you're using I'm really trying to understand but I'm struggling. 
Savannah, both you and Matt have said a couple of things such as you feel 
like you have to “come up into” or you “have to give something up to be in 
this world.” I don't want to create an organization that has that, but I don't 
know what I might be doing—again recognizing my own internalized, 
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institutionalized discrimination—that might be creating that type of 
environment.  

Savannah: I don't think it's something you are doing. It's bigger than that. Just the fact 
that your organization was willing to hire people like me it says to me you’re 
not asking me to change. It would feel like you would be valuing me for who 
I am.  

Karen: Do you feel that to come into a “white-centric” organization that you have 
some aspect of your culture or your internal self that you have to leave at the 
front door in order to come into my organization to work there and feel safe?   

Savannah: Yes. But that’s not necessarily a bad thing. It's so hard to put into words. 
Maybe some of it is so internalized. Why do I feel like I have to be a certain 
way to fit in? Nobody at this table is doing anything that makes me feel like 
I'm not accepted, but it's so internalized as my whole lived experience that 
I'm always feeling like I need to talk a certain way or behave a certain way.  

Karen: Perhaps we've created a cultural inequity just in our expectations from where 
you come from, your experience growing up. 

Savannah: It's like I feel that to represent a well put together, successful woman, I need 
to be “white”—straighten my hair, watch my mannerisms, make sure to limit 
how much I use my hands, the way I sit, and the language I use. I don't 
understand myself where it comes. Again, nobody at this table is making me 
feel like I need to be that way, but when I was preparing to come here this 
week I told myself I have to go shopping to buy the kind of clothes that I see 
these people wearing at Conversation and I have to put on hair straightener. 
Why am I doing this to myself? When I got finally go here I was like “Why 
did I make all these assumptions that I needed to be that way?”   

Matt: I did the same thing.  

Savannah: Sometimes I don't recognize where it comes from, but I feel that in order to be 
taken seriously—being an asset and being seen as somebody who can be 
successful—that I need to be that way. If I wore my hoop earrings and my 
high top Adidas and I was talking a little too much with my body that I 
might be seen as unprofessional. There's just this kind of dominant culture.  

Karen: Just to let you know, I feel that way, too, at times. Working with the 
legislature, as I told you earlier, I had long cork screw hair….I cut my hair off. 
I put layers in. I straighten it every day. I have my Republican outfit….  
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Patrick: We're always doing that. Every time I go to a board meeting…. 

Karen: Consciousness different levels are access levels. My parents had to train out 
of me a lot of my Southern less than high-brow accent because it was so 
strong. I would never have been successful with that much twang….  

Savannah: …it's the same thing.  

Karen: …Immediately when I walk in the door now there’s more of an acceptance 
because I look more like and act more like them. 

Savannah: Part of it is also growing up in poverty. Sometimes there's still that little 
insecurity person on my shoulder that's saying, “You're not supposed to be 
here” and I still carry that shame of even though I can dress and act the part 
to be like everybody else at this table, that little person on my shoulder is 
constantly reminding me I’m not supposed to be here. I think so much of it is 
just that lived experience.  

Matt: Get this….when we were done yesterday I asked Kim if I did okay! 

Savannah: So did I! And that's the other thing; I always look for that validation from you 
guys.  

Pat M: I do that all the time. We have our own insecurities. We need to collaborate. 
We need to come together, put our guards down in our own community and 
work together. We need Savannah. We need Matt. We need you to lead our 
organizations and we need everyone else in the nonprofits who are listening 
to their constituents to make sure they are providing the services on the 
street….we need all of us if we are white or black or whatever, if we have 
power or whatever….use it for the good and to make some changes. Geez, I 
feel like I'm back in the seventies talking about the community!  

Matt: What would make it different is starting the conversation with those kind of 
people at the table. You go down the same road but it would be different to 
different people that are in the room because that's a cultural thing. This is a 
cultural dynamic. How you set things up, how you operate, how you do 
those things where it's comfortable…all these things shape the outcome. For 
example, consider The Meyer Memorial Trust, one of the largest foundations 
in Oregon. They now they have childhood photos of all the trustees on their 
website. It's super low key. I met with one of the program directors there and 
he was in jeans and Birkenstocks, just talking to me like I was talking to a 
friend, telling me about their process. At the Trust, it now takes two months 
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to get a grant instead of nine. Why? Because they actually decided to bring all 
the folks that were knocking on their door and ask them what makes this 
process super stressful for you? We still have to hit our benchmarks. We still 
have to give away our money in an appropriate way. We still have to honor 
all that, but let's lower the stress level of everybody doing this stuff and so 
that we can get to exactly the same place. You do it in a way that seems a lot 
more comfortable for all the players in the game. They did that by having an 
initiative on equity and inclusion for a year. I hadn't talked to them for four 
years and when I went back it wasn't even the same foundation; it was totally 
different. It still accomplishes the same thing. They didn’t have to change 
their standards giving money away but how they’ve completely changed 
how they present their process of giving money away to unsophisticated 
folks who just want to get some money to do good and make the difference.  

My pastor told me when I came to him four years ago with this idea about 
helping men get better from trauma that he thought it's a good idea. He said I 
need to make sure to invite him to the table when I start this instead of asking 
him for our blessing when we're done. He said, “Bring the people, the racial 
groups, and all the different people you're supposed to help and have them 
be a part of the conversation when you start, not the end of the conversation 
when you want their endorsement. So that’s how I’ve approached the 
formation of Helping Men Heal. It's taken a really long time and gone really 
slow—3 ½ years. Now we're getting ready to do something but we're pretty 
informed about what we're doing. It was about including all those voices. At 
the outset when I invited people to the table there was no requirement for 
them to give, no requirement for them to do anything except to give their 
voice. So they weren't risking anything except for their time. I told them up 
front, “I'm not going to ask you for anything. Just give me your voice.” It 
changed everything for us. So I’m convinced from experience that when 
you’re building things or starting something from scratch, you have to ask, 
“If we did this completely differently because we wanted to make these X# of 
groups feel good, what would that organization look like? What would that 
staffing look like? What would Trauma-informed care (or whatever the 
initiative is) look like? 

Marv: One of the big a-ha moments I’ve had in the past year is realizing how much 
of my action is really based on fear. Whatever I’m doing—at church, in 
community, at work, etc.--I'm always in charge of everything. What dawned 
on me is that I typically offer to chair the committee, lead the campaign, or 
whatever because I have high anxiety about the future and my insecurities 
about what's going to happen in the future. So I react by trying to take control 
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of things so I can better help guide the outcome.  I've operated very 
unconsciously for a long time based on fear rather than love. It has been very 
freeing for me to sense that I’m figuring this out about myself. I share that 
because as I'm listening to this current conversation, it amazes me the amount 
of energy it takes to operate out of fear and how much energy you can have 
in excess when you operate out of love. I'm just starting to glimpse that in 
little pieces so I'm looking forward to opening this conversation even more.  

Savannah: Having conversations like this with all these different people at the table is so 
important because you start to realize that even though we all come from 
different backgrounds, different cultures, we share a lot of the same values 
and we have a lot of the same insecurities. Because of fear we often assume 
things. When you start changing who's invited to the conversation you find 
out that you share the same values and you have so much more in common 
than you think. That, in itself, is really powerful. That's how you start to build 
one community with different communities in it instead of having everything 
feel so separate and inequitable.  

Kim: This conversation has reminded me of Sandra Bloom's books on sanctuary. 
Much of what she's writing about she's certainly writing about is the effects 
of trauma on people, which is more universal than we’ve all thought. When 
Bloom talks about trauma she notes that it's not just an individual thing. It is 
across all human systems, including families, organizations, and community 
systems. Some trauma is so painful it actually shuts the brain down and 
people dissociate. During the past hour, I’ve heard some of us say we don't 
know exactly why something makes me uncomfortable or why I feel the way 
I do, but there's this visceral thing going on. A couple of you have talked 
about fear. These are safety issues. Bloom believe the goal of sanctuary is to 
create safety; the goal for community is to create physical, emotional, social, 
and moral safety. I keep thinking about that in terms of the conversation that 
we've had and some of these hot button issues.  

Patrick: I want to try to bring this back to where we started with Gwyn talking about 
intentionality and trying to relate to a different group of people. Jay, echoed 
this with your story of consciously putting a person in your life and it made a 
big difference to him. I’m asking myself how I will take something out of this 
discussion that is applicable for me. Here’s what I’ve written for myself: 

 A reminder: community is a process; it's not static. It's evolving and 
we are evolving. 

  It's part of being a leader; part of being an authentic person is 
examining who am I in relationship with?  
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 Where do I need to be challenged and grow?  

 Being more intentional about relating to people who are different 
from me, who might make me uncomfortable, but who could enrich 
my life and my perspective.  

If we did that a little more intentionally it creates that spaciousness inside of 
us that becomes a safe zone for other people to enter in because we get larger 
if we're spacious. I read about in the USA Today this morning that the 
Indiana legislature passed a law that if retailers don’t want to could serve gay 
customers they don’t have to. This is an example of the exact opposite of 
what I’m reflecting on. It's a contraction to keep “those different people” 
away from me. It’s a closing off.   

Rick: In addition to having people at the table is the gift of time to be in 
community. Somehow our systems have to allow for the gift of time to come 
into community. It took us about an hour and a half this morning before we 
seemed to find a common ground around fear. For me, it has been a different 
conversation since then. We typically blow through these things so quickly. 
We have people from the community meet with us (whoever us is) and for 
the next two hours we’re going to see what the issues are. It just isn't going to 
work without the gift of time that it takes to be in the community.  

WHERE ARE WE POINTING OUR ORGANIZATIONS? 

Marv: A corollary issue is reflected in my learning about how to sit with the pain. 
For example, I do a lot of presentations, but this one presentation was to a 
master's class with one of the local universities. This was not a typical 
audience for me so I was more uncomfortable than I usually am. I left and I 
had just the sense inside that the presentation didn’t go very well. Then I 
became aware of my reaction and started thinking, “I want to get away from 
this feeling really fast.” I realized that what I really needed to do was let that 
feeling sit and be there with it.  

I share that because I think we do that same thing organizationally. 
Organizationally we have a hard time because we're quick to try rescue the 
situation. The more people we have around the quicker we try to run in and 
fix it. We can be more conscious of sitting with that and learning and being 
okay with pain, because I think it exists. We've all talked about insecurities, 
shame, and guilt. We don't want to be around that stuff, so we try to run 
away from it. I think that's part of the problem. It exists. It's there. How do we 
live with it collectively?   
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Matt: Addiction recovery is another example of sitting with your pain—and we can 
think about individual lessons when we think about our organizational and 
community issues, too. The people who are always talking about relapse are 
usually the people not dealing with what they're fearful of. Sitting with (and 
learning from) your pain is a way we have of dealing with our resentments. 
Resentment is the beginning of losing your sobriety because you're going  to 
feel pain and if you’re not well equipped to deal with it you're gonna numb it 
out. The addiction is about numbing out what you don't want to feel. In those 
cases, the goal is to be flat line; you don't get to feel the good things but you 
don’t feel the bad stuff either.  

One of the first things I got from sobriety was sitting with my feelings. That 
was the hardest thing to do. I see people all the time in twelve step meetings 
who tell stories about themselves starting to feel their own pain and then they 
acted out, numbed it out. Then they feel bad, they feel shame, and they say 
I'm sorry and they go through the cycle all over again. Whether it's addiction 
or anything else it's a normal thing.  

Organizationally, we numb out through a system that doesn't give us highs 
and lows, just gives us status quo, and that's what we fund or that's how we 
serve. In the community there's all these kind of easy folks. Kim they have a 
whole niche of them. They serve the hardest hitting ... the people with the 
worst stuff in the state of Oregon. That's what his organization exists to do. 
It's his hard to want to go there and feel those extreme feelings, and feel super 
good or feel super bad. That's a normal thing to not want to deal with it. How 
do you process it? 

Marv: So you see that pretty regularly operating in groups and organizations, too? 
Do you see that same kind of collective thing happening? How do you see it? 
How do you recognize it?  

Matt: I think just kind of intuitive now. There is a tool for sitting with your feelings 
that I use when dealing with anxiety and other personal issues that evoke 
pain within me. I was feeling some of that this morning and this tool actually 
helps me walk through it. I did that tool this morning where I sat for ten 
minutes with my feelings. Now I don't feel that feeling anymore. I don't have 
to do anything about that feeling—not good, not bad, nothing. I don't have to 
go for a ride. I don't have to do anything. Sometimes just doing nothing but 
sitting with the feeling is good enough. For me, if nothing comes from that 
except my subsequent ability to hear your perspective on life and you hear 
my perspective; where you're a little different and I’m a little different, that 
was success if you ask me. I don't need a metric to figure that out.  
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Marv: So let me push that a little bit then. Organizationally, is there a way ...Matt, 
you’ve described your successful navigation of this new path for you. I’ve 
discovered something that works for me, too. Yet, my sense is many 
individuals are not very good at sitting with pain, sitting with feelings. 
Individually, we all have work to do here. If we could figure out how to do 
that collectively or organizationally it would be very powerful. It would be 
transformational in fact. I'm curious if we can live more in that space 
together.  

Jay: I led an organization that was in deep financial problems and we got there, 
and one of the things that helped us turn it around is when we all began to 
live with the brutal facts. What I found is when the people who were living in 
the unreal world they were not facing up to the reality we were in. When we 
started sharing brutal facts one person had a nervous breakdown and a 
couple others left. Until we as an institution came to the acceptance that this 
is our reality, we couldn't begin to chart a course to move out of that to 
resolution. You have to be willing to face the brutal facts. 

Kim: Marv’s question is an interesting one to me. He's asking essentially, “How do 
we change the culture of organizations to move them forward? I think we're 
pretty good as organizations at developing organizing principles to make our 
organizations better. How do we take what is an organizing principle and 
move that to a social movement, because that question makes me think 
differently about how the organization is organized. As a leader of an 
organization, I need to be thinking more about social movements and impact. 
That's what I needed out of this discussion. That's what I needed to take back.  

Marv: Organizations are really counter to this. Organizing is like me trying to figure 
out what shirt will be okay, that you'll look at and say he wore an acceptable 
shirt today. A lot of times organizationally we move in that way to make it 
acceptable and we just look for the “tool” to make something better. Rather 
than applying the tools, is there a way that we can live that as a culture?  

Matt: When Kim was attending the first board meeting for Helping Men Heal we 
talked about Appreciative Inquiry. He said we should focus on the solution, 
not the problem. He said Martin Luther King didn't have a speech called I 
Have a Problem. That speech was called I Have a Dream. While we may 
never get to that completely, you have to put it out there and you have to 
start running towards that and every ten years re-evaluate to see how much 
closer we are. At least it was based on the aspirational piece of changing 
rather than all the problems, all the barriers, and the things that are connected 
to it.  
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STANDING IN THE UNBELIEVABLE GAP 

Ken: Thank you, so what would we all say we really hope to have or see for this 
country or this community? I think that obviously some of the ones that I 
know are: a real optimal level of health and well-being; a chance for 
everybody to be fairly treated…. Aren't fairness and equity very challenging 
constructs or value statements that make the current status quo disturbed? 
Most of the work that has done some great good evoked some disturbance. 
When I'm in the space of the HealthEast provocative vision or the Colorado 
Trust vision I think we can't just keep doing what we're doing if we actually 
care about what’s at the core of those visions. How can you say we don't have 
time to mess with poverty as an underlying issue for the folks who are 
struggling wherever you are? Contending with that at some level makes me 
feel like upending a lot. I'm not saying throw out everything. Obviously, 
we're doing excellent work in place. Trillium Family Services is an example. 
Kim, on our first deep dive day with you  a couple years ago, you said 
everyone in the mental health world in Oregon realizes that for a long time 
we've been able to support only about a third of those young people who are 
struggling. When you hear that said out loud I think: How did we go to 
Safeway last night and have a dinner and work on homework or fix the 
garage and yet in the midst of that unbelievable gap we're all doing the best 
we can.  

 Do we bite off a little because the big thing is just too enormous, too scary, 
too impossible, too beyond me? What I was trying to say in my essay for this 
year is that this must have become the shared response in Arkansas. The 
Winthrop Rockefeller Foundation must have just had a wild vision that 
honoring every person's integrity was a wise way to go. But for most of the 
last 40 years no one was talking about the integrity of people who are 
suffering. They were in service of it but they were really talking about 
moving money and programs. My wild hunch is Trillium (again, for 
example) would have to do a hell of a lot more innovative work with others 
and have many sleepless nights if you truly cared about that unbelievable 
gap. We would have to do fundamentally fifty times more if we cared about 
how many people were not being given a choice, and that almost everything 
we're doing is way insufficient to the issues that are at the root of these 
wicked problems. That's where I am. Everything that is our current 
organizational best is way insufficient. Why don't we face that conversation 
and really double down? When will we get real?  

Kim: I go back to the lens of appreciative inquiry. Yesterday we were looking at the 
complexities of the system, at the things we can't do. I think about the four 
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D’s of appreciative inquiry (Discover, Dream, Design, Destiny). Discovery is 
really taking a look at what are our strengths and what is working, which 
then goes into the idea of dreaming which is based on the strengths, the 
possibilities. What are the possibilities if we build on the strengths? That 
leads to the design. Recognizing that no one of us can do it all so what's f the 
order of magnitude of all our combined strengths? Then the last one is 
destiny. At the end what does this look like in terms of where we're headed. 
That feels like a better framework for building to get at the great need that 
Ken’s talking about. If you go through that process it absolutely calls you to 
“dreaming”/imagining what you want to accomplish. You have to have 
partners. You have to collaborate. You have to build on combined strengths 
because the issues are so big.  

Matt: I absolutely agree with the importance of having that larger dream that 
you're pushing towards in a positive sense. Here’s an example from my 
organization, Helping Men Heal. Funny enough, we’ve found that women 
are more interested in men healing from trauma than guys are. We’re now 
using a quote from a woman who we interviewed for one of our videos. She 
asked: “How would our society differ if male trauma and loss were 
adequately acknowledged and addressed?” That question basically pushes 
our whole organization. How would the world be different if my dad didn't 
drink; if my grandpa didn't molest my whomever; if my “this” didn't do 
“that”? How would the world be different if all the trauma men have was 
successfully addressed instead of them pushing it onto women because of 
that trauma? That basically is the I Have a Dream of Helping Men Heal. It’s 
aspirational. While we can never get there fully because we can never rid 
trauma from everything but we can try to get a whole bunch of people to 
answer that question together.  

 The question then becomes, “How could you be a part of doing this?” Then 
people can find a spot to do a little bit. We can't do it by ourselves. Whether 
it’s Kim’s work with children and families or around and Helping Men Heal 
or anybody else, it just seems like the focus has to be on the positive side.   

Marv: Ken, I think you are posing the idea that what we're doing isn't enough but I 
would argue we're doing way too much, which is what’s getting in the way 
of progress in most cases. I won't say the money doesn't matter but the 
money ends up being a catalyst only. The common view is that you have to 
be programmatic and pay for it all. But what we're regularly seeing is that, 
instead, what you do with investments or grants is catalyze a bigger thing. I 
think our immediate responses is, “If we just had more money we could have 
greater impact; if we had more resources we could have greater impact….” In 
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our work, we see this a lot overseas, particularly with big funders. When 
USAID and the Gates Foundation is around people wait for them to show up. 
However a lot of places where we're having success is when they know that 
none of those big organizations are going to show up with big dollars, and so 
the local people actually have to do the lion's share of the work. We’ve found 
that we’re more successful doing sustainable programming in remote villages 
than in more developed areas because most others don’t want to deal with 
the uncomfortable logistics remoteness brings. So there are fewer resources 
coming in from outside. Haiti is an example of a place that can’t seem to find 
traction because there’s so many people showing up there to help that the 
locals can’t getting anything done. That's a really key thing and it's hard to 
get to in the US because there are so many resources. There are almost too 
many resources that it disrupts the creativity sometimes. There seems to be a 
widely shared default framework that believes if we just had more resources 
we could get more traction. I believe this view is actually counter-productive.   

John: Ken, so if I go back to the concept of opposites….If our work has had no 
impact what would be the opposite approach if the current one is not 
working? 

Ken: Before we rush to get “it” solved, we’re better served right now by letting the 
question burn around the table for awhile with people. In the Arkansas story 
that I was telling in my essay looks like people took a little chunk that they 
liked or felt that they could handle and that was good and responsive to the 
extent that they could. They then set about getting excellent at that work. 
Others came into agencies and onto nonprofit boards and made the changes 
they felt they could and did what they felt they could. What I was able to 
discern is that powerful, effective institutions (like hospitals and schools) 
became a default toward scaling supports. Yet, throughout all my 
interviewing and inquiry across Arkansas, nobody told me a story about 
people being in a dialogue about something shared in a vision. Instead, each 
separate organization seemed to see a need and go after it. The fact that 
multiple people and organizations would attack powerful chunks of the work 
and yet not get together about how they would really do that seems short 
sighted and simple. What’s so befuddling is that it doesn’t take any money to 
sit down together to explore a common agenda. Doesn’t someone have to ask 
what process would energize and harmonize the efforts that these people and 
organizations seem passionately in service of? 

Kim: Woven through our conversation yesterday and today are questions of not-
for-profits leaving behind “what we’ve always been” versus “what we need 
to be in this new world” and exploring whether we have the courage to think 
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differently about solutions that don’t include us. To get at the scale of impact 
that you envision, Ken, we’ve got to get about the work in a much more 
holistic, concerted way with others. We’ve got to put skin in the game in a 
different way. Doing so may mean that I’m helping to create a solution that I 
won’t be part of. However, there’s something really exciting about bring that 
kind of a movement together that’s more about whole person and whole 
population health. This is about decisions that people have to make. Our 
example of that is how we may choose to use the Trillium Group—heretofore 
simple a shell holding company—as a platform for more collective action. 
Going into one’s siloed world just trying to protect and market what you 
have is, ultimately, an unwise decision.  

Ken: Recognizing that some (perhaps most) will choose to cling to their niche, 
someone needs to posit the idea that there’s far more to do to elevate this, 
asking who does that and how. 

Kim: There are 1.3 million nonprofits in the U.S. We can build capital and capacity 
through collaborations and partnerships. This is not eroding the sector, it is 
strengthening and making the sector more relevant, more valuable. We could 
organize differently in support of community if we’re willing to change who 
we’ve always been. 

HOW TO “BE” IN CONCERTED, WISE ACTION 

Gary: Once the mindset shifts to “now I must act” and “this is how we must act” 
structure is often immaterial. If we move from the original impulse right to 
the structure we unconsciously create more myth of control, more 
boundaries, and ultimately making it harder to act in concert. It 
unconsciously revives the cycle that we’re trying to foster in order to get to 
more concerted action. I bristle at the word “collaboration” because I witness 
so often that people who espouse collaboration want to look like they are 
effectively partnering, yet speak and behave as if power and control are the 
key variables in play. I’m wondering if our addition to organization a 
symptom of our desire for control. Once we start down that path it seems to 
get much harder to maintain the original impulse to do more good. Can we 
protect that original (impulse)? Can we strip away or avoid the things that 
get in the way? How might we do that with intention? 

Kim: I’m still thinking about the mechanisms to pull together in a coordinated, 
focused, synergistic way to get the movement you’re describing. My 
experience tells me that there’s a big difference between the kind of 
collaborative dabbling that troubles you and the real sustained commitment 
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to partnering. How do you create the kind of galvanized efforts that are 
sustainable over time? That’s why we go back to things like structure, looking 
at it with a different kind of outcome and a different way of being. I and 
others have to focus on those things and we have to stay connected in the 
community. Being connected in community doesn’t mean you have to give 
up the kind of galvanizing effort that brings people together. 

Rick: Gary, are you driving toward the idea of developing common ground 
statements? Are you saying that if groups like Trillium and others in Portland 
could agree on some common ground, then they each do what they do best 
toward that common ground rather than worrying so much about how to 
coordinate all their efforts?  

Gary: What is troubling to me is a tendency to that which is familiar, thereby 
unintentionally distilling the commonality, the shared impulse. It creates 
unnecessary baggage and blockage. What I’m trying to navigate in this 
discussion is trying to keep alive the shared spark. I applaud Kim and 
Trillium for what is clearly wise action they’re taking in Portland. I’m 
questioning if the next step is, of necessity, a structural organizing or is that 
simply part of a learned and familiar frame that says the way forward is to 
“backbone this thing”—get it all organized, get efficient, etc. I’m questioning 
whether that’s the only way forward when we think of wise and concerted 
action.  What was gratifying for me about working with Wheat Ridge in the 
business model development process is that the board chair never let us 
forget during our work the common ground statements that were derived 
from the Future Search whole system work that preceded our work. That 
process yielded seven common ground statements around which there was 
solid commitment among the 50+ participants drawn from Wheat Ridge’s 
diverse ecosystem. This became a shared common spark. 

Kim: I do want to point out one difference as I think about what we’re doing with 
Trillium Group. First, it’s not about growth for growth’s sake. Second, it’s not 
about creating a backbone organization for efficiency. It’s really about all the 
known gaps in care in our community along with the guiding principle of the 
seven commitments of Sanctuary. Where ever we are and whatever we join 
we will take those seven commitments with us.  It will be how we together 
create a social movement for growth and change, open communication, 
democracy, nonviolence, emotional intelligence, social learning, and social 
responsibility. For us, it’s more about these commitments than about building 
an organization that’s efficient.  
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Gary: What I take from that is when striving toward concerted action, all partners 
should hold tightly to the principles of Sanctuary and loosely to their own 
organization. 

Jay: Collaboration works best when we equally see a common goal. Use any 
example of a crisis to demonstrate how people can put aside their previous 
different objectives when an overriding common goal presents itself with 
urgency. 

Gary: Jay, your story lifts up for me the same American traits that de Tocqueville 
observed about us as a people in the 1830s. This coming together in times of 
need is an admirable trait. What happened to us that it became OK 
with/tolerable for many of us that we are surrounded by such real and deep 
social inequities? One thing conversations like this do is focus individual 
questions of commitment. What’s our stake in continuing these inequities? 
What will we do? What will we stand up for? Do we stand up alone? 
Together? 

Patrick: Earlier, Marv raised the issue of fear being at the root of many actions. 
There’s a lot of fear and trauma around collaboration. Even in my own 
organization, it seems that we have many stories of collaborations that didn’t 
pan out, big dreams that didn’t materialize; partnerships that were 
unfulfilling. Part of our leadership role is helping our organizations deal with 
that trauma, which goes back to the fear-based response we have. As 
individuals, we each have to learn to hold the pain and deal with trauma 
until it creates space. This is tough enough to work through for individuals; 
it’s a very tall order to do this with whole organizations. 

Karen: Jay’s stories about people acting in crisis and Marv’s stories about remote 
villagers doing for themselves reflect a deep resilience in people that is there 
and that comes out when it needs to come out. That’s a strong positive from 
which to build. The frightening part of Jay’s story is that after the crisis 
people went immediately back to their lives with all the previous boundaries 
tacitly upheld. When I think about this likelihood in my work it can get a bit 
overwhelming. I’m always working to meet people where they are so that I 
understand them before working to have them understand me. Without some 
external crisis to bring us all together or with people so easily returning to 
their prior default positions, it seems daunting to figure out how to make real 
change happen. I’m trying to work through in my mind how we translate 
things socially to get more traction. Perhaps we need to translate all the 
positive things we’ve been talking about to language of achieving a stable 
society, preventing unrest, reducing crime….things that would translate 
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differently to drive the change. This all gets back to the question of how you 
start toward this kind of change and how you scale it. 

Kim:  I think there is some merit in reframing it. The money’s available if we 
collectively reframe our thinking. For example, there’s a woman working 
nationally to advocate for addressing poverty through a disease lens, or as an 
environmental issue. She maintains that physical environments are 
degrading the health of many people which leads to the conditions of 
poverty. If successful, this type of reframing redirects some of the $3.8 trillion 
currently being spent on health care in this country. There’s opportunity 
there. 

Pat M: It’s like we need a social consciousness raising. In talking with some activists 
from the 1960s and asking them what happened to that change agenda, they 
said “We became the establishment.” We became so wrapped up in all we 
had that the larger priority was to maintain that. We need a social 
consciousness raising.  

Ken: What would we say was the fundamental wish that was underneath the joint 
response to crisis? I’m guessing that most would say we were trying to make 
sure that everyone was OK. That seems to be the fundamental ground 
underneath the two large whole community health and well-being initiatives 
represented around this table—HealthEast and the Colorado Trust. Isn’t a 
simple piece of common ground that “We’re not OK if everybody isn’t OK? 
Why is it so hard to say it looks like our current approaches are working out 
so well for everybody? Somebody at the Colorado Trust had the courage to 
create the space to say we’re going to take a stand for something like 
everybody should have an equal chance to be well in our state. So why 
wouldn’t another foundation, another group acknowledge this position that 
making sure everybody was OK was a simple and good place to start?  

Natalia: It’s selfishness, basically. In Jay’s story about the power outage in part of one 
community, it was those people directly experiencing the pain who came 
together; not the people in the next community because they weren’t feeling 
the pain. 

Rick: At some level, this speaks to a call for high level generosity. Sacrifice, doing 
good for your neighbor, leaving with fear….it’s all part of being generous. 

Jay: People from our community look back on that time of crisis and say that’s 
when we were at our best as a community. There are some of us who are 
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trying to refocus attention on what it takes to be our best selves. In some little 
ways, we’ve been finding ways to keep that sense of community going.  

John: Part of what may be in the way is ego. I know for myself how frustrated I get 
when people don’t get it. There are blatant issues of inequity in our 
community—like the average life span of some being 7 years shorter than 
others simply due to the neighborhoods where they live within St. Paul. I’m 
struggling with where to start on such a big issue when it seems like so few 
“get it.” Is the simple start one with those few who already get it? 

Gary: (Holding up and reading from Ten Things to do in a Conceptual Emergency 
by Graham Leicester and Maureen O’Hara, p. 19)… “We assume that big 
problems need big solutions. But we know that in today’s operating 
environment big actions simply lead to bigger unintended 
consequences….You cannot control complex systems, only disturb them. An 
even a small disturbance, artfully designed, can have large systemic effects. 
We call this ‘social acupuncture.’” I interpret this as starting where you are—
even if it’s a small start with only a few people. The risk we have to 
acknowledge is that it’s easy to cloak our small start in a feeling of doing 
good that, if unchecked, begins to lend itself toward a sense of complacency 
with the effort or—worse—superiority. It seems to me that the key is 
recognizing the small beginning as only the start and not the destination. 

Kim: The notion of social acupuncture reminds me of the principle of simultaneity 
within appreciative inquiry, where there isn’t really any separation between 
inquiry and intervention; they are really simultaneous. Even the fact that 
we’re here in this room together starting the inquiry into complex issues, 
we’ve started the intervention. 

Marv: We have three threads in this conversation that are different and I’m 
wondering if they should be considered together. 1) Jay introduced 
collaboration built on a response to an emergency; 2) there’s been a 
conversation about an underlying social consciousness that Pat introduced; 
and 3) Karen, Kim, and Gary have been having a conversation about 
organizational control and non-control. Do these things come together in 
some way? 

Gary: Maybe right now at this moment we don’t have to “know;” we just have to 
recognize that these threads are there and we just need to be with them as 
they are. So….let’s take a break and let this sit with us for a bit.   
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Conversation Day 2 - Afternoon  

MOVING DEEPER INTO AN INQUIRY OF THE PROCESS OF WISER COLLECTIVE ACTION IN COMMUNITY 

In an effort to develop a frame for deeper individual reflection on our discussion to date, 
Kim Scott introduced us to the S.E.L.F. construct for individual reflection. As we think 
about the current context or environment for our social change efforts, consider this model. 
For ourselves and our organizations dealing with the social changes we’re working 
toward…. 

Kim: S.E.L.F. is an adaptive leadership concept and also a tool from Sanctuary that 
we use at Trillium. During a period of crisis at our organization we began to 
notice some fraying around the edges—people having a difficult time dealing 
with the changes happening around them. I was introduced to this tool: 

 Safety – feeling vulnerable; dealing with change evokes a sense of risk 
and fear. Identify your emergent safety concerns; 

 Emotions – dealing with safety issues brings up all types of emotions. 
What emotions are generated? 

 Loss – What is any identified loss or fear of loss? Not trying 
immediately to solve it but to give voice to it. 
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 Future – Once giving voice to felt safety concerns, which trigger some 
strong emotions and often evoke a fear of loss, we can ask ourselves 
more clearly, “What does the future hold?” or What might a good 
future hold that positively impacted communities. 

We thought this frame might be a way of taking our conversation from the 
morning—which is really about our leadership roles, relationships, and 
commitments to community—into more discernment about our way forward. 

### 

(Adjourn to personal reflection time) 

### 

Summary of harvesting each person’s S.E.L.F. reflection in the form of a wordle: 

Kim: (While the photo above cuts off much of the left side of the mural—dealing 
with Safety, Emotion, and Loss…) What this mural/wordle represents is what 
Otto Scharmer (in Theory U) calls “letting go and letting come.” It is a 
process. Before you can embrace what the future is holding out to you, you 
have to let go of other stuff. One of the dynamics of the S.E.L.F. exercise to 
identify those very real feelings (safety, emotion, and loss) before people can 
really embrace the emerging future. In that process, there emerges a different 
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commitment to that future. That’s the conversation you have to have around 
this exercise, probing to see if people are really able to let go of the left side of 
this mural. It’s not really “letting go” of these things completely. Rather, the 
question is, “Having given voice to these things, are we willing and ready to 
move beyond them to embrace the future?” Remember that this is an exercise 
of being in conversation. 

Gary: By looking at the graphic illustration in Theory U, Scharmer notes that this 
process of letting go and letting come is not done in a single step. Moving 
through the layers of open mind, open heart, and open will and resolve, he 
describes the steps as follows: 

1. Suspending: holding the space—expand our focus and see new 
possibilities 

2. Redirecting: observing—let go of our old assumptions and judgements 

3. Letting go: sensing—deepen our listening and dialogue reflection 

4. Regenerating: presencing—uncovering shared perception and common 
will to put purpose into collective action 

5. Letting come: crystallizing—identify new vision and creative options 

6. Enacting: prototyping—test new models and learn quickly 

7. Embodying: performing—redesign and codify new “fusion” for more 
robust results 

Kim: The important learning for us at Trillium is that this has got to be done as 
part of the conversation with those you want to help co-create a future.  

Ken: For some of the things listed on the left side (safety concerns, emotion, and 
loss) it may be about resolving it. For other things it may be about dancing 
with it. Figuring out how to be vulnerable in community and not collapse is 
an art. Even in our conversation around this table this morning, it became 
difficult to imagine how we might deal with the issues or circumnavigate 
them. For some of us it felt like we couldn’t move forward to some new 
creative possibility without resolving some of these things we identified on 
the left side in a way that was more optimistic.  

Shari: Two points to make here: 1) Savannah used a term earlier—bridge builder. 
This S.E.L.F. tool can mean that our ability to move toward a new creative 
future is nurtured by our experience (which includes safety issues, emotions, 
and loss). While we may not jettison them completely, they anchor one foot of 



Conversation 2015 | WISE ACTION IN COMMUNITY: GENEROSITY, LEADERSHIP, & CONCERTED ACTION 50 

the bridge while the other foot is anchored in uncertainty and possibility; 2) 
communities invite each other to the table. It must be reciprocal.  

Rick: An encouraging element of this exercise is that it’s easy to believe that I’m the 
only person experiencing the types of safety, emotion, and loss elements 
noted by all of us today. It’s heartening to know that none of us are alone and 
it’s instructive to us as leaders to remember that this same tendency may be 
present in others in our organizations and communities who are trying to 
navigate change.  

Kim: I’m remembering Ron Heifetz’s book, Leadership Without Easy Answers, where 
he discusses adaptive leadership. He notes that it’s in our DNA to seek 
equilibrium but adaptive organisms (and leaders) need disequilibrium to 
move us forward because that’s where we take quantum leaps. As I look at 
the mural/wordle, the left side is the narrative that we’re most familiar—I 
dare say comfortable—with. Is the right side the narrative of the 
disequilibrium; the things we can’t embrace? 

Kevin: The left side is habitually where we start, which is what makes everything so 
darn hard to build community. We feel like we have to go through the left to 
get to the right. We have to start thinking differently about this before we do 
it. We don’t give ourselves time for community to ferment. As leaders, we 
have to be willing to stand in the well and take the intense heat. Most people 
want to live on the left because it’s more comfortable but it makes us more 
uncomfortable trying to embrace the future. What Gwyn has been describing 
is her process of standing in the well and doing that which is uncomfortable. 

Kim: What would it take to get this group and our communities to move from the 
narrative on the left toward the narrative of the future? 

Marv: Alternatively, the left side is not negative; it’s honest and truthful. We don’t 
want to “move through” that left side, we need to figure out how to embrace 
the whole mural as being real. 

Kim: Agreed….if we take the left side at an interpersonal level when applied to 
community. It tells me a whole community is stuck in fear and limited 
capacity. I worry about narratives we’re creating (and reinforcing) about 
whole communities and their limitations. 

Rick:  What Jay was describing in his story about this community dealing with the 
power outage crisis, nobody had the luxury of wallowing in the left side of 
this mural. The situation demanded that people immediately ask, “What are 
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we going to do to make this better?” It leads me to wonder, “What’s a big 
enough catalyst to drive quicker toward the future.” What you’ve described, 
Gwyn, is you guys jump—starting that future by taking a strong position.  

Gwyn: Yes, but we also had 20 years of findings from interactions with the 
community that helped prepare the ground for the changes we are now 
making. 

 Kim: I have to keep asking what it is on this left side that we seem to feel deep 
ownership about that I don’t quite understand. I understand it 
interpersonally, but as a narrative for community it’s mind-numbing. On the 
right side, we have a hard time owning that description of the future, saying 
it’s too big or too overwhelming.  

Pat M. The left is instinctual. It’s survival. That’s why we so easily come back to it.  

Kevin: I think it’s our insistence that we want to be the ones to create a plan. Instead 
of recognizing the whole community and inviting them to the table. We hold 
up our plan and then get defensive about it. It’s not natural to start with a 
whole system approach that let’s go of control. 

Shari: Whether we like it or not, our path to the future goes through the left side of 
this mural (through safety concerns, high emotions, and feelings of loss). If 
we don’t accept that both good things and bad things happen, we won’t be 
able to leave a legacy to emerging leaders.  

Kim: But isn’t it because we construct our stories that way? Gwyn’s reaction to 
nonprofits shows evidence of her hearing what we can’t do, what we won’t 
do….That’s the narrative that we’ve created around the work that we do. It 
becomes real if that’s what you think and talk about and that governs 
behavior. Then it’s real. I’m struck by the depth of our ownership of the 
misery of the left side of this mural. 

Matt: It’s more promising to lose on the right side that to live on the right side. 

Gary: I found Shari’s earlier recognition of applying the S.E.L.F. exercise at the 
individual, organizational, and community levels to be eye-opening. When I 
go through this exercise only focused on my safety concerns, emotions, and 
fears of loss there is too great a tendency toward disconnection from 
community. When I as my community to voice their parallels, it gets me out 
of myself and propels me more toward the future I’m working to bring about. 
My construct from this exercise that one of balance. We are in all four 
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dimensions at all times and we’re not there alone. You’re in it with everybody 
else and the rates of their progression through this, along with their blend of 
these issues (more than balance). To adjust one’s blend with more influence 
from the future than from the safety, emotion, and fear of loss side is, 
perhaps, a more successful way to navigate this constant mix. 

Kim: This discussion makes me reexamine my earlier comment about my sadness 
at what the left side of this mural represents, thinking that many of the words 
and phrases we offered there can be construed as negative and, thereby, 
presents a sad commentary. The leap I made, I now think hastily, is that this 
is the narrative of our leadership and of community. More precisely, I think 
the things on the left are very real. We as leaders can and should recognize 
that without becoming mired it in nor allowing those things—and people’s 
adherence to those things—forever block pursuit of a better future.  

Ken: Let’s also recognize the limitations of the S.E.L.F. exercise as constructed. If 
we were to have asked what’s good about your life and your community, we 
would have had an A for assets or something similar that would be required 
to get to the purple (the future we most want to see). The S.E.L.F. lens might 
be a bit too deficit-based. Most communities would identify plenty of good 
people, strong families, assets, traditions, knowledge of how to fix things, and 
things to build on. Therefore, to do this exercise in a community context, 
we’d need to add another color to acknowledge these community assets. 
Doing so would provide more balance. 

Jay: This mural is a reflection of the fabric of my life. The left side represents holes 
and tears born of pain, loss, and tough experiences. Yet, I am today the sum 
total of all my experiences. Despite some of those being painful, they have 
shaped by attitude and my choices about the future I want to move toward, 
for which I’m grateful and would not change. 

Kevin: This discussion helps me understand why our 3 to PhD initiative is working. 
It’s because we did it all backwards. Instead of starting with the money, we 
started by inviting people to the table around the kernel of our idea. We 
tested appetite around this idea and learned not only that there was plenty 
but that these same people identified for us who else needed to be at the table 
to further flesh out the idea. Still without talking about money, we now had 
broad and deep ownership of an idea. While it started as our idea, the 
concept was much wider, much richer, and far more inspiring than where it 
started. Now raising the money to fuel it natural; not forced. This way of 
working backwards (from the way we’ve traditionally done things) is the 
way we’re going to do everything from here on.  
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Gary: This entire day’s conversation has been rich and, in many ways, 
unpredictable for me. I am personally grateful to Savannah and Matt, whose 
perspectives helped yank me out of my naiveté—albeit loving, caring, well-
intentioned. Your perspective, and others’, created for me a personal 
disturbance, for which I am grateful. Today’s conversation has moved me 
from my prior intellectual understanding of a conceptual emergency3 to a 
visceral one: where “the anchors of identity, morality, cultural coherence and 
social stability are unraveling and we are losing our bearings. This is a 
conceptual emergency.” These authors tell us to lift up 10 touchstones of 
theory and practice to support a transformative response to today’s powerful 
times and to restore effectiveness in action, which are: 

1. Design for a transition to a new world; 

2. Try other worldviews on for size; 

3. Give up on the myth of control; 

4. Re-perceive the present; 

5. Trust subjective experience; 

6. Take the long view; 

7. Take insightful action; 

8. Form and support new organizational integrities; 

9. Practice social acupuncture; and 

10. Sustain networks of hope.  

 

 
  

                                                   
3 Referencing Ten Things to Do in a Conceptual Emergency. 
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Conversation 2015 Day 3 

STANDING AT THE EDGE, INSIDE THE STRETCH 

Ken: As the day went on yesterday and we were stretching around wiser, more 
impactful action, in and with community, there were some powerful notions 
or challenges that I captured (in the S.E.L.F. wordle). I thought that they were 
legitimate, challenging questions for us. It seemed that as we tried to contend 
with them yesterday we each got to a point where we had to figure out what 
it meant for us. How much of it we could own, deal with, and use?  

Then we dove into that challenge and tried to say, "When I stretch, I can 
recognize that I have something at risk, or my organization would face some 
challenges. Do I have the capacity? Would I lose my roots? Can I go as far as I 
need to go? If I lose my insulation, is that good or bad? Yet somehow, despite 
that, we returned to or we unleashed the purple (the future we are drawn to 
imagine). I understood us to say that in our heart of hearts, this purple works 
for us. This is my work and my life, mostly in the purple. It seemed like each 
of you were generally saying you’re in the purple, too. Some of you said, "I've 
got a piece of the purple; my organization and I might not be in the whole 
purple but some of me is in the purple." The purple and the push back are the 
frame for some of those things that we couldn't fully answer yesterday.  

Before we become more abstract in our conversation, I thought it would be 
useful for each of us to take ten minutes to think quietly about the gap 
between where you and your organization are now, given the things that you 
recognize as challenges, push back, or fantastic opportunities. Ask 
yourselves:   

"Given the highest of my own knowing about myself and my organization, will 
continuing to do everything we're currently doing be enough to get us to your 
version the purple (envisioned future)?" 

 You may be on the edge and can't go any further. You may discern that you 
have to wait, feeling that your organization has stretched as far as it can 
stretch right now. Or you may be feeling that we can and must go further. I 
don't think you have to define what the further is right at this moment. My 
advance essay tried to convey that all of my best thinking isn't giving me the 
answer to why I and people like me have not been able to make that picture 
of a better future different in Arkansas. I'm saying I have got to, somehow, 
have a different way forward. I don't know what that looks like yet, but I am 
willing to say, "I don't want to keep having the conversations I'm having 
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about hard things, leaving the room as if it's okay for it to be unfinished, and 
for me to be undisturbed.” I don't want to put you in my shoes, but yesterday 
you said this [wordle] was a candid conversation, so this represents some sort 
of honest assessment.  

Discovering an Opening for Increased Insight about Wise Action with Community 
 

Giving Voice to an Emerging Future 
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Metaphorically or for real, aren’t we standing in the middle of the two 
drawings, saying, "How can we create physical, emotional, and moral safety, 
and real equity in places where people lead?" These are just some of your 
words. How do we have an intention to invite real inclusion? That sounds 
like more inclusion than we currently have figured out how to do. How will 
we do more of the right thing, and face the fearful feelings that it creates? 
Does it mean we've done enough, we're on the right track, or does it mean 
we've started, but there are some big steps we're going to have to take? Will 
this work if I just keep tending it the way I'm tending it, or is there an edge 
that I still have to get to or get past? The challenge is different for each of us. 
If we just keep doing what we're doing, is it going to produce the future we 
want, or would we—whoever we are—have to look at it differently? That 
was the question that we didn't quite get to earlier. This gives us at least a 
gap in the rubber band between our intention and our most hopeful future. 

What's the highest of my knowing and our organization's soul and capacity right 
now?"  

 If you think you're about at the highest of your [and your organization’s] 
knowing, then that's fine, too. The metaphysical challenge in any moment is 
to actually say you are right where you need to be and not blow any smoke 
around yourself. Alternatively, you may conclude that as much as we're 
leaning all the way off balance, it's still not enough. To enter that space, I 
thought the best thing we could do now would be to read the Woodcarver 
poem, because, for me, that was the closest, almost impossible parallel to 
where we left the conversation yesterday. We'll read it aloud, then be quiet 
for ten minutes, then you’ll each do your own work on the question.  

THE WOODCARVER 

Khing, the master carver, made a bell stand 
Of precious wood. When it was finished, 

All who saw it were astounded. They said it must be 
The work of spirits. 

The Prince of Lu said to the master carver: 
"What is your secret?" 

Khing replied: "I am only a workman: 
I have no secret. There is only this: 

When I began to think about the work you commanded 
I guarded my spirit, did not expend it 
On trifles, that were not to the point. 

I fasted in order to set 
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My heart at rest. 
After three days fasting, 

I had forgotten gain and success. 
After five days 

I had forgotten praise or criticism. 
After seven days  

I had forgotten my body 
With all its limbs. 

"By this time all thought of your Highness 
And of the court had faded away. 

All that might distract me from the work 
Had vanished. 

I was collected in the single thought 
Of the bell stand. 

"Then I went to the forest 
To see the trees in their own natural state. 

When the right tree appeared before my eyes, 
The bell stand also appeared in it, clearly, beyond doubt. 

All I had to do was to put forth my hand 
and begin. 

"If I had not met this particular tree 
There would have been  

No bell stand at all. 

"What happened? 
My own collected thought 

Encountered the hidden potential in the wood; 
From this live encounter came the work 

Which you ascribe to the spirits." 

- Chuang Tzu 
from The Way of Chuang Tzu  

by Thomas Merton 

  

….after silent reflection and writing time…. 

Ken: The Woodcarver used a different process to stand in the challenge, so if you 
want to say anything about how you're sitting with the questions that are the 
most important ones for you and your organization. How are you sitting with 
it, how are you dealing with it? We just need a sense from the group of 



Conversation 2015 | WISE ACTION IN COMMUNITY: GENEROSITY, LEADERSHIP, & CONCERTED ACTION 58 

whether you’re in a good enough place with your own challenges for us to go 
forward as a group talking about the greater work. I don't want to back off 
from the opening that we had yesterday until everybody's thinking "Okay, 
I'm all right with it despite feeling that it’s unanswerable or I’ve figured it 
out." Can we have some sharing about how you’re standing at the edge, 
inside the stretch? 

Kim: I’ll start with my personal epiphany from yesterday. It's interesting how 
things drive you and you don't even know it. Whatever it is…spirit, 
unconscious, or something else. Ken, when you were interpreting our 
conversation from late yesterday, you said that many of the words we’ve 
used in this wordle reflect a loss of insulation. When you say, Ken, that you 
live over on purple [future] side, I recognize your authenticity, and yet I 
believe, that you holistically take all of this in [the S.E.L. elements along with 
the future]. In so doing, that's what has allowed you to move over into that 
[future] space. Even though I actually introduced the S.E.L.F. model for our 
use yesterday, I’m having a hard time experiencing it because it's 
uncomfortable for me. I want to jump to that right [future] side. Often when 
I'm wondering about organizational alignment, wondering why people are 
stuck, I’m realizing it's me who's stuck. I’m seeing that I’m stuck because this 
is uncomfortable for me. In terms of our organization today and thinking 
about where I hoped we can go, I realize that as the leader, I'm not allowing 
myself or the people in the organization to experience this loss of insulation 
in the way that they need to…and in the way that I need to. 

Shari: There are terms some terms that we widely use have reflect a mindset that we 
have to get “up” in the world. [Pointing to the left side of the wordle] What's 
on the left hand side is all stuff that we have to climb up out of. When 
thinking about the right side we use language much like a rock climber 
stepping up to this better place—the future. I think we have to train ourselves 
that life isn't always a ladder. It's not always a career ladder that we're 
climbing. There's not always a corporate ladder we need to “get up.” Life is 
really more like a jungle gym, where there are different levels, and you may 
swing across rather than going up. Yesterday’s metaphor of being a bridge 
builder is about moving across. Sometimes, you have to go back “down” to 
get back “up” to another place, if “up” is where you want to go.  

When I was asking myself the question you posed to us Ken—are you at the 
highest place of your knowing in your organization?—I can flat out say no. 
Yet, I feel so hopeful about the future. Within Providence—my 
organization—there are leaders retiring and that’s creating huge gaps. Yet 
these are awesome gaps that we can fill by bringing new voice and new life to 
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the table. It can be scary to bring new voices to the table. We can tamp down 
the fear of the unknown with two questions: “What's the worst that can 
happen, or what's the best that could happen? I think my organizational 
colleagues and people that we serve—donors patients, patient’s families, 
people who are expecting us to cure cancer—need us to step out of ourselves 
and demonstrate wiser action. We just have to get over ourselves, have the 
conversations, and take advantage of the gaps that are being laid out for us. 
I'm excited about not knowing it all and welcome opportunities for me and 
my organization to become more knowing. 

Karen: Ken, your framing this morning was very helpful to get me to a center place. 
Yesterday, I felt frantic about feeling that I have to do it all! Yesterday, we 
were in a room that was full of people who had the same concerns, energy, 
and caring. Upon waking this morning, I was thinking about all the people in 
our community that care, not necessarily in the context of yesterday’s 
conversation, but just care about the people we serve. I starting thinking that 
I don't have to know them; I don't have to figure all this out. I began to ask 
myself how I suddenly deemed myself responsible for this future. This was a 
relief for me. We have to collectively try to figure this out. I started thinking 
that I just need to start the conversation. Just bring like-minded people 
together and start the conversation. Trust in the process, be authentic in how 
it's approached, and wait for magic to happen. I believe in that. I feel a lot 
calmer about it all today. I'm starting to envision a plan of steps on how to get 
to that place. That was extremely helpful for me.  

So I really appreciate you doing framing our morning start the way you did, 
Ken. What I've learned from my participation in Conversation last year is that 
you get so disturbed in here, you're disrupted, and then you have a few 
moments to reflect. Then you listen for the wisdom within and as the pieces 
start coming together, you start redirecting the disturbance so you're able to 
be in a different place, you've moved somewhere. You can hear it. You can 
interpret it and internalize it in a different way, which I hope results in an 
action that moves it forward. I'm much better today. 

John: I’m reflecting on Karen’s point that we can't quite get over ourselves; that it's 
not about us…. I feel like I've had two years of standing at the edge. I'm 
caught in two worlds. In addition to leading our foundation, the 
philanthropy arm of HealthEast, I’m also serving on the executive leadership 
team of our large organization intent on pursuing a community change 
initiative to build a healthy, vibrant community. This work is starting to 
consume me. On one hand, I have the liberty and get paid, to do this work, to 
think deeply about what change means and, on the other hand, I have the 
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angst resulting from our CEO saying, "If you stop HealthEast will stop." I 
think, "Oh, wow, that's a lot of weight on me". I’m walking the edge because I 
know I can't get out too far ahead or I’m going to lose people. Despite my 
tendency to have a fixer mentality I am optimistic about this. Most of the 
people at my organization don't have the time to think about the things that I 
do because their jobs keep people alive, literally. I'm having a hard time with 
the whole culture change. I spent a year with an internal team that just didn't 
click, that tried to represent the whole organization, and the community 
change work was basically forced on them. It fell apart. Yet, to me, it feels like 
our change work is so aligned in the healthcare arena. With the Affordable 
Care Act and the movements toward population health and ACOs, this is 
going to come together. Even if it's not for the same motivation that I feel 
around it, it may come together from a business motivation. If we don't have 
at least a 1% margin, we're out of business, and I don't get to work for this 
organization to do this really cool stuff. So, I’m feeling the two world’s nature 
of where I am. Like The Woodcarver, I feel like it's in me now and I can't stop 
it. It makes me a bit ornery in meetings and I tend to rant a bit…..More yoga! 

Shari: I think that means you're not afraid anymore. What I hear you saying is, 
“Come on people, we need to move ahead.” There are those same people in 
my organization, too. They say, “We're moving too fast. We've got a 150 year 
old mission that we've got to keep in mind. That's still important. Right?” The 
result is you vacillate between holding on to your roots and being the next 
great thing that you're meant to be. I think it's okay to rant in your meetings. 
Someone's got to push it.  

We've got to carve out a few minutes in our day to have sacred discernment. 
We can get so caught up in working 11 hour days, doing our stuff, trying to 
be productive, and then we get home and we're caught up in our home stuff. 
We forget the importance of discernment.   

This time with all of you [at Conversation] is so golden for me but I don't want 
that to just be here and just for these three days. Even for just five minutes a 
day to think it through, because that's where the wise action comes from. 
Keep ranting, John. You're right where you need to me. You're the person 
HealthEast and the people they serve have been waiting for. 

“If you’re not on the edge, 
you’re taking up too much room.” 

Bumper sticker 
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Marv: At the end of the day yesterday, I had this picture in my mind of Ken 
spreading his arms and trying to put his arms around that whole wall of 
drawings [pictured above]. I don't think any of us have long enough arms to 
get across that whole thing. As I was picturing that I thought, "No, we really 
can't take all that in." This morning, as you asked us to think about this 
question, a couple things came to mind. One is an experience I had about four 
years ago, when I went to Kenya, and was able to visit a group of homes of 
widows and some children who were part of a program that we supported. 
They were a later addition to the program. Originally, they didn't even have 
clothes that they thought were appropriate to come to a community meeting. 
This is how poor these folks were. If any of you walked into their village 
today, you would likely see pain on the surface. When we visited their small 
village, we talked to these two women. They sat there and talked to us about 
the chickens that they had, and how the one woman had taken the chickens 
that she got through the program, and raised enough money to buy goats. 
The dignity and the power of the vision that they shared was this purple side 
[of the S.E.L.F. wordle]. Yet, that purple side was mixed in with all that other 
[reflected in the safety concerns, emotions, and fear of loss side of the 
wordle]. It was behind it and underneath it. I was grateful to be able to see 
that.  

 Second, I started thinking about a story that I'd heard about an old church 
that had stained-glass windows. The stained-glass windows had become 
pretty run down, and some of the panes were missing, and it was dirty and 
dusty. But when the sun shined through those windows, it still made a 
beautiful picture, on whatever it shone. Even thought they were broken and 
dusty, they were still that beautiful picture that was made. The story was 
that, basically, a lot of times, we see ourselves as the broken window, the 
dusty window. Occasionally, we get glimpses of that beauty. It's what John 
was saying, what we really want to think about ourselves is really the light 
that's coming through that window. That's, again, back to a future. I think the 
problem with this picture is that we've got these separated. That purple 
should be intermingled with the other colors and it should be layered. That's 
really what stuck out to me, as we were reflecting this morning. 

Rick: Gwyn’s and Savannah’s comments yesterday lead me to reflect on what we 
need to do organizationally to plug the gap represented between these two 
drawings [see above]. Like a lot of grant making organizations, we have to 
find ways to listen more deeply than we currently do to the people that are 
ultimately being served. That's a tougher thing for us, because we're an 
intermediary. We have to figure that out, perhaps, organizationally engaging 
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a wider variety of people all the way through the system—guidelines, 
decisions around who gets what, and lots more. We work a lot with local 
churches. We talk a lot about churches being placed, by intent, in 
communities and neighborhoods. They're ideally located for action in 
community, and collaboration in community. Yet, so many of them are 
oblivious to the community around them. Some do that a lot. A lot do not. It's 
just a reminder of work we have to do. 

 Additionally, because we're a funder that actually has to raise the money to 
do the grant making and other things we do, I think we have to do a better 
job of educating our donors about what wise action in community is and 
what's required for that to happen. Individual donors have their own 
interests just like foundations and granters do. We have people coming at 
this, all with good hearts. A lot of donation decisions—especially the 
designated restricted giving—can be to scratch their own [the donor’s] itch 
and not really what might be best for the greater good. It gets expressed as, "I 
want this to happen, or I see mission in this way or we're helping those poor 
people". I think we have lots of work to do to keep that side of our 
constituency understanding the big picture. 

John: I'm curious, too, about other’s communities’ capacity to understand it. 
Another frustration for me is getting or keeping people focused on the 
community change initiative, not on the nice but superficial response. For 
example, one of our competitor health systems hands out bike helmets to kids 
as a wellness or injury prevention response. I have to keep reminding people 
in our organization that this work isn't about bike helmets, despite ample 
evidence that there seems to be a lot of effort going in this direction. Maybe 
that's particular to healthcare, or maybe it's my community but I don't know 
if anyone's even thinking in this holistic way, as in whole system change.  

Patrick: For new things to be born, sometimes, old things have to die. In healthcare, 
today, there's a lot of speculation that 40% or more of all the healthcare 
dollars that are spent are ineffective and wasteful. Yet, try telling someone 
that the tests their doctor ordered is wasteful, or, try telling the doctor who 
makes an income from ordering the test, that it's wasteful. Hospitals are only 
now starting to develop that adaptive capacity, clinical integration. This is a 
really interesting period. It's only going to change when it's forced to change. 
You don't know what's going to happen in that forcing it to change. The 
government's going to force it to change, by changing the payment 
methodologies. Hospitals may not have the money to address social 
determinants of health. You just don't know. They may be able to point 
towards them, but you really just don't know.  
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Pat M: As you know, I’m employed in a very large health system. Recently our 
regional CEO said he I wanted to see us do some more community benefits 
work, which excited me. I suggested we think about bringing everyone 
together—our stakeholders, our community members—to simply listen to see 
what they really need. However, what I learned is that our approach will be 
to develop a concept in some priority areas, make sure the ideas are scalable, 
incorporate partners, and provide opportunities for students. Once we decide 
what one of the two priority areas are, then maybe we'll bring in some of the 
stakeholders. This felt so prescriptive and isolated, as if our organization 
knows what’s best for those we serve. I felt like I just had to speak up and 
address this point with our leaders, which evoked all kinds of fear in me. I 
just kept thinking, "If not me, who else will say something?"  

Gary: I think that's part of standing in what Parker Palmer calls the f tragic gap. 
Moments like that seem enormous when there's so much dissonance in the 
normal course of dialogue in the organization. What do you do? That's part 
of our discernment around this table at Conversation. Is there a posture that 
can give you a bigger toe-hold in this enormous uphill climb within a single 
organization? 

Gwyn: I've experienced the arrogant trap of expertise in a couple of different 
settings. When I was doing a community driven model to clinical research 
within the university I found a battle royale of experts in the room saying to 
community folks, "We know what's best for you, and the community saying, 
"No, you don't know what's best for us. You don't understand our 
experience, and you don't understand what's important to us". I was at a 
foundation a few weeks ago in an exactly parallel conversation where a 
philanthropist was saying, "We know what's good for you. We've done our 
period of change. We've done the research. We know what we need to do. 
We know who the partners need to be" without a single person whose living 
experience is a part of that conversation. I can't make sense of that. I can't 
make sense of making a decisions about and for people, for which I have no 
experience, on which I have no perspective, and to know those community 
folks right there, and they're experts in their own right. We got into an 
argument about “they” don't know what's good for them. I was so struck that 
people could actually say that and say it with great servitude and great 
compassion. Frankly, that's what we've been doing and we haven't changed 
anything for those folks. It's gotten worse. I say we need to have other voices. 
We need to have the voices of people that are really living these experiences. I 
witnessed the same thing when we went to the community around the 
church. The community had a very different idea about what we needed to 
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be working on. However, we did it; we went in their direction. It took a 
tremendous amount of letting go to be able to do that. There were some 
faculty that said, "I won't do it. I'll not going that way,” and they saw it as 
being a complete waste of their expertise. I think that's what I felt, too, when I 
was struggling at the Trust with my program officers and my decision to 
finally let them go was because they couldn't get around their expertise. They 
couldn't let go of that. They were in a fight, an internal struggle around 
feeling questioned about the very root of who they are, what they’re about, 
and their expertise. They didn’t want that challenge.  

 One of the most powerful things that we did as an organization was we put 
ourselves into diversity and inclusion work. We're a white organization. We 
do not look like the people we intend to serve. I think it's been extremely 
powerful for us. I sat in a room with people who said, "Why should we have 
affirmative action? I just doesn't make any sense to me". I'm so thankful that 
they felt safe to say that, and they weren’t attacked at that moment. To be 
able to really go into a space of changing perspective in ways that we couldn't 
otherwise do, in having that kind of conversation. For all of us, it's been about 
walking in other people's shoes. That's been really helpful. When I want to be 
an expert, I have to get out of my shoes, and I have to say, "That person is as 
much of an expert, if not more, than I am. I need to hear that. I need to bring 
that into my understanding and into my growth.” That’s been very helpful to 
get to that higher level of thinking.  

 John, I appreciate you saying that sometimes you just feel very vulnerable. 
When I have to talk about what we're doing people look at me like I'm crazy 
or the conversation stops. I had to recognize that and just be in that 
discomfort and let it be okay. That's taken me a long time. When I'm in that 
space that it feels frightening—to them and to me. It always makes me say, 
"Oh, my god, I hope I did the right thing." I can't help but question myself 
when I sit with people who say very authoritatively that “This is the way it 
needs to be!” It's really cool when somebody comes up at a meeting and 
wants to hear more and wants to engage it versus resist it. 

Jay: In speaking with my wife last night by phone, she asked me, "Are you getting 
anything out of this?" I paused a little bit, and I said, "You know, what's 
happening to me is that this experience has driven me into the process of 
what I call a brutal self-assessment." I think about who am I? Where am I? 
Where do I want to be? What do I want to do? Where do I want to go? Every 
one of you around this room has challenged me to think about how I use my 
time, my resources, my gifts, and to recognize that the time that we have is 
precious. What I thought about during this morning’s conversation is 
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Shakespeare’s Hamlet where Polonius says 'to thine own self, be true', and it 
must follow as the night to day, thou canst not then be false to any man'. My 
problem is not being false to any man, it's being false to me. Recognizing that 
is the value. 

Craig: My light came on when you went out of the room asking us about the deeper 
things to think about. It was extremely helpful to me because it pushed me 
over an edge that I hadn’t realized I had been on. I had been mourning lost 
opportunity in my prior role while not fully embracing the huge 
opportunities around me in my present role. Your question—and this 
discussion—shoved me out of my mourning. Thank you. 

Kevin: [Reading from Hopi Elder Wisdom] “All that we do now must be done in a 
sacred manner, and in celebration, for we are the ones we have been waiting 
for.” Looking at the paper up there this morning [the two drawings shown 
above] reminds me that I like to live my life always looking toward the 
future. There are things up there that I know I added to the mix yesterday 
that sound very negative. I need to let go of the little moments of annoyance. 
Generally, I don't spend a lot of time at being annoyed. I got too close to 
dying, so I don't live very much in annoyance anymore. When I got out of the 
hospital, everything looked brighter than it did before I went in the hospital. 
The colors were sharper, the trees were greener, and the sun was brighter. 
Probably like most of you in this room, I find that I need space like this [at 
Conversation]. Things do look brighter and greener to me when I'm around all 
of you. I get a lot of that when I'm with the people I work with at Concordia.  

 The future is a place of hope and celebration. The leadership challenge for all 
of us—certainly is for me—is to help people, including myself, get to the 
future. I don't have all the answers. I get the answers from the people around 
me. I do know that we want to get to the future. The secret about the future is 
that it's a little bit like Catch 22. Everything time you think you get to the 
future, they add a few more missions. Where it gets brightest, and where it 
gets clearest in the future is when you're not there alone but you're there with 
the people that you either asked to come along, or who invited you along. 
That's where it is the most pleasant, most fulfilling experience, and that's 
where you actually feel like you are a leader in an organization. I like living 
there. I do like the influence that my colleague, Gary Withers, and I have on 
the university right now, because I think we're driving the university closer 
to its mission than it's ever gone before. The mission of Concordia University 
is that we're a Christian university preparing leaders for the transformation 
of society. To get there, you have to keep pushing over to that edge [the 
purple/right side of the wordle representing a future of hope and 
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celebration]. I quit being afraid a long time ago, because I see the 
opportunity, the joy, and the celebration of, not just the work, but people 
moving towards something that has genuine meaning and significance in 
their lives. Together, we have the capability to change the way we live in a 
very positive way. Boy…it's a great day to be alive. It really is. 

Patrick: Several comments this morning made me remember Carl Jung's definition of 
God, and I want to share it, because I think of Conversations as an opening for 
a voice to emerge. Here's his definition of God. “God is the name by which I 
designate all things that cross my willful path, violently and recklessly. All 
things that upset my subjective views, plans, and intentions, and change the 
course of my life, for better or worse". I find that to be very powerful, very 
powerful.... 

Kim: Somehow I was invited by Living Yoga to be their keynote speaker for their 
signature event. The reason I was invited was that their program that is 
embedding yoga practices and principles into communities, particularly with 
kids. They must have thought because I know something about kids I must 
know something about yoga! I quickly went to Google, and looked up 
inspirational quotes from yoga. There was one, though, that really feels like 
this group and really fits this moment in time. This quote is “Wisdom is 
knowing that we are all one. What that feels like is love. What that acts like is 
compassion.” 

Natalia:  I feel, sometimes, like we're living our lives like we're on a plane experiencing 
turbulence: “Secure your mask before assisting others….” But love is not 
linear in that way. What I came to from looking at wordle is: to embrace the 
past and the future means to hold them equally in the present. That's pretty 
powerful.  

Matt:   Yesterday, Marv stopped me and said he’d like to get together and talk with 
me about what I’m working on. I appreciated that. I thought to myself that's 
kind of cool. Usually everybody gives me blank looks when I talk about male 
trauma. I get that reaction a lot. It’s a weird thing to have your life’s work be 
about something where you just don't really know what reaction people have 
to it. I constantly feel torn about whether what I'm working on matters at all. 
Then I have unanticipated encounters like walking through the airport. I got 
to talking to another traveler in the airport who asked me what I did for a 
living. I paused, thinking here we go again. So I told him I'm working on this 
thing about male trauma. He just gave me that same look. He walked away 
and came back two minutes later and said his wife left me two months ago 
and I started getting his whole story. I get stories all the time. Stories come 
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two hours later, two days later, two months later, two years later, or 
sometimes never.  

You've got to keep saying your story, even if it doesn't seem like it is 
resonating. In my case, people never say the story of my work is dumb but 
they also don't say, "Wow, that's great," either. They just kind of think about 
because to them what you're doing is so weird that it doesn't make sense to 
people. In cases like this, it's really hard to feel an ongoing sense of 
encouragement when you know what you’re working on is a really big deal 
and that it is so important to people that it just makes them think all the time. 
It’s hard because you don't really get a reaction to it.  

Ken:   So often people react to things they think they’re clear about by simply 
saying, "That's nuts" or "Oh gee, that's trite" or "I'm comfortable with that." 
However, when you're on the edge or in the middle of something really 
transformative the general reaction is puzzlement. When you get into 
something like that, you actually don't quite know what to do with it. If your 
work is potentially valuable but disconcerting and new, and in your case 
Matt, maybe risky, the initial field response can seem blank. 

Matt:   Yes, and it comes up in funding discussions as well. You figure out the need 
and then you go up to foundations to see if there's any money there. 
Foundation people are always telling me they haven't got a category for what 
we do….And I'm like, "Oh, crap!" We don't even have categories for this 
thing! What do you do about that?! Funders, of course, have already figured 
out the categories for everything! It's quite the stressful situation. [Group 
laughter].  

You have to find early-adopters, like four people to believe and will write 
you a check and be able to keep you going. It's hard because there's no set 
spot for it. You can't go there because they never thought of that one before. 

Kevin:   How is it on the edge?  

Savannah:   When I first got here I think I was feeling really conflicted and torn. Feeling 
an internalized pressure that I had to leave the past to get to the future; I had 
to leave my community to be able to make the impact I wanted to make. Now 
I'm realizing, that where I really feel most comfortable is right in the middle, 
holding a space for my past and what I want for the future. Just be 
comfortable right there in the middle. I feel really encouraged and inspired 
by everything that all of you have offered. There is opportunity to be a bridge 
builder. I recognize that to build those bridges it's going to take a lot of 
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people. I'm feeling a lot more comfortable being in that space. Thank you to 
everybody. 

Break and Transition 

THE RELATIONSHIP OF GENEROSITY TO WISE CONCERTED ACTION  

Gary:   Folks from Conversation 2014 encouraged us to consider a deeper exploration 
of generosity. When thinking about philanthropy, we often tend to get drawn 
into old thinking about fundraising. If we think about generosity, it's more 
universal, more about community. 

 Let’s think about our discussion to this point—“edge walking” in an 
unfamiliar and uncertain space, yet filled guided by a sense of right being 
and resolved to pursue concerted action in community in service of better 
lives for more people. What's the optimal relationship of generosity to this 
wise action path that we've described in the last couple of days? What does 
that look like in organizations? 

Rick: When we were thinking about generosity a bit yesterday, one notion was 
expressed that it's not natural, one had to learn to be generous. I'm not sure I 
totally buy that. Yes, it can be taught but people are also, at some level, 
inherently generous. You could also say that one has to be taught not to be 
generous. Maybe it can cut both ways. At least, that might be something 
interesting to think about. 

 The other thing that is interesting to me is research at the University of Notre 
Dame, described in a book called "The Paradox of Generosity." The research 
explores what happens to the person when one is a generous person. What 
they're trying to pin down is a body of evidence that there is actual physical, 
emotional, psychological benefit—whole-person wellness—that accrues to 
the generous person. All the major religions also say that, but they're trying 
to show it scientifically. What I’m thinking about in this picture of well 
communities, is that generosity should be lifted up because it's got a residue 
that's positive for the person who is being generous. Whether that person is 
the recipient of somebody else's services or the giver of services, it's good for 
everybody to be generous. The more everybody is generous, the better the 
health of the community. Doesn’t that mean that we need to be, among other 
things, much more proactive in promoting a generous spirit as a way to heal 
communities? To me, promoting a generous means a lot of what you all are. 
It's not just dollars. It's how you care for brothers and sisters with a giving 
spirit. The researchers in the book aren’t necessarily after single acts of 
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generosity like organ donors, as far as the health benefits of generosity. It's 
more the continual attitude of generosity. They contend that generosity 
played out over time brings that back to the giver. 

Karen:   In the context of community, generosity meaning that we are all part of a 
larger community, is that the argument? 

Rick:   I think so, yeah. Giving up yourself for the greater good beyond yourself, 
looking outside yourself. I suppose that would be all part of this. 

 From a theological point of view, there’s a little bit of a tension, depending on 
your faith tradition. There is this positive effect from generosity that people 
who donate to your organizations may feel better themselves. That's part of 
feeling better. However, is the motivation ultimately so that I can feel better 
or is the motivation ultimately so I can help somebody else? That's a little bit 
of a tension. Generosity may not be the same as altruism, where there is no 
concern about self. Some people do give because they know it helps them feel 
better. Collectively, the question may be, “Do you help people be generous 
because you want them to feel better or you want the world to be better or 
both, or it doesn't even matter?” It doesn't have to be one or the other. 

Kim:   Those definitions of philanthropy and generosity have changed for me since I 
first started coming to Conversation. Up to that time fundraising meant 
connecting with people who have capacity to support our mission. I thought 
that’s what philanthropy was and we used it that way in my work. In the 
context of Conversation, philanthropy wasn't used that way. It was used more 
to encompass all the work we do. Gary shared with me that that 
philanthropy stems from the Greek word philanthrōpos, meaning the love of 
humankind. For me, this broadened that definition of what philanthropy is. 

 Also, on Day 1 of Conversation 2015 Gary presented a graphic showing a 
pyramid with one of its sections being generosity. I do think we should be 
generous but I had a visceral reaction to the word "generosity." In my 
experience people with capacity who oftentimes contribute to our programs 
do so sometimes through a deficit-based focus: "I'm going to give to those 
poor people." One of our better known philanthropists in Portland made a 
comment about kids with behavioral health issues. He said what we're 
missing is that photo moment of a child who has suffered from cancer. He 
said what we're really missing in our mental health fundraising work is that 
picture that immediately evokes compassion. That's the deficit-based 
thinking about generosity or philanthropy. That’ my customary reaction to it.  
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Yet, I’m coming to think that I need to change my focus from just thinking 
about capacity—the people with capital—to a broader view of altruism and 
giving. Matt and I were talking more about this last night, thinking of 
generosity in a different way. From his generous spirit he's a guy on a 
journey of helping men in trauma. His young organization is struggling with 
capital and everything else. Because of his deep commitment, he and his 
family have made sure that the consultant that's working with them on 
strategic planning is paid. He's made sure his administrative assistant is paid. 
Yet, he and his family…they don't know yet. I think about his spirit and 
passion behind that movement. It's making me think differently about 
generosity, about philanthropy and to stretch what that really means, trying 
to let go of whatever I felt about that before. 

Gary:   I'm especially curious about the continuing evolution of definitions in the 
context of concerted action. Any echoes of that in your own mind? I'm 
anxious to hear you thinking about those as well. 

Matt:   The very first time I got into the nonprofit work, I liked to get mentors that 
know more than I do. I'd come from the 12 Steps where you get a sponsor. 
Your sponsor has what you don't have—sobriety usually. You hang out with 
them and they tell them how to get it. I had the CEO of Salvation Army as my 
very first mentor, Roanne Haley. She told me the story about how Salvation 
Army got started. They used to get millions and millions of dollars from the 
mafia and felt so guilty about how they were getting their money. They asked 
him how he felt about tainted money. He said "Taint enough of it." The CEO’s 
job was to collar it…from the evil ones to the good ones. That was his attitude 
toward concerted effort. If you wrote him a check for $1. He was going to 
cash it. He was on a mission.  

When I've asked for folks to get involved with our organization I try not to 
get into their motivation. Sometimes some people want all the recognition, 
some people don't want any. I do what they want with their gift. But I have to 
trust that, regardless of how they get their money, they can change the reason 
they give through the process of being connected to the work, too. Their heart 
could change. That’s the hope, certainly. I thought that was an interesting 
intro in the fundraising from her. 

Kim:   Considering the community context, I hang out with people like me that have 
that same thought about philanthropy and generosity. We're limiting it to 
certain people or individuals, who “have capacity.” What's striking the 
notion of “in community” is the richness that we're losing in terms of people's 
contributions at so many different levels. 
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Matt:   Just look at the “capacity” that Savannah [Paz] has. It’s not financial capacity. 
She's got lots of capacity to be involved in health, but she can't write a check 
for that either. It's powerful. 

Shari:   Rick asked, “Are we not all inherently generous and do we actually have to 
learn how not to be generous?” This brought to mind one of the many stories 
that came out of the Boston Marathon bombing about how when the bombs 
first went off, at least one of the stories was about a guy who didn't even 
think for a second about, "Should I go in there and help, what if I get hurt?" 
He just went in there and helped and saved a couple of people's lives.  

A fiction book that I read recently is called "The Art of Racing in the Rain." 
It’s about when you're a race car driver and you're in the moment on wet 
pavement you can't keep thinking down field; you don't have time to even 
think a second ahead. You need to be responsive to what's happening around 
you in the moment. In my essay, I grumbled a bit about how I've seen 
organizations, including my own, take two or three years planning “the ask” 
around some significant gift only to be left in the dust by the other 
organization who came out early and invited people in early with a bold 
message that said, "We're going to do this, come join us." 

 As Rick said, if we assume we're all inherently generous, what are we waiting 
for? Let's invite people in now; people with capacity; people with 
relationships; people with experience; and have the conversation now. 
Because people with cancer, people who are hungry, kids can't wait for us to 
spend two or three years planning the ideal ask. We've got to get in there 
now. 

 I applaud you, Rick, for bringing that up. Deep inside of us it's human nature 
that we're generous. We as leaders are so blessed to work on behalf of our 
missions. People sometimes ask me, "How can you ask people for money? 
That's got to be so awkward." For me, it's so natural because I'm the vehicle 
for helping people make a difference or teaching them how they can make a 
difference when they don't even realize that they can. We've got to seize that 
moment on the assumption, take the risk, let go of our fear, and assume that 
people are inherently generous. 

Pat M:   I believe people are generous. I don't necessarily believe that people are 
generous to everybody. For instance, at their death, some leave nothing to 
charity and everything to their family. Aren’t these people still generous? If 
we're more proactive and we are more generous, I think that does model a 
light that others might follow. That’s the domino effect. 
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Patrick:   I would concur with that. I increasingly run into people who, whether they be 
of average wealth or even large wealth, are predominant generous just to 
their family. There is not much left. I think a lot of it is the sign of the 
economic times. Many of the children are not doing as well as the parents. 
Grandparents are paying for the kids' education, buying the kids' house, 
paying for the grand kids' education, essentially subsidizing the downstream 
lifestyle. That's a huge impact on philanthropy. 

Rick:   The other side of the coin that we're seeing especially with family 
foundations, which has been a way to keep wealth and giving organized, is 
that it seems there's a lot of worry about the generational transfer of wealth. 
Parents are concerned that their kids don't have the same value system and 
the connection to causes and the parents’ understanding of generosity is not 
going on to kids. We see instances where they bypass the family. This is 
especially true if the perception is that that their money is just on top of 
resources the family already has and doesn't need for survival or to thrive. 
They move their money to other charitable ways. We’re sure seeing the worry 
on the part of the founders of those family foundations. 

Pat M:   People are inherently generous to others even if they have small amounts to 
share, even if they aren't worried about the kids at all. There is data to 
support the theories that say if you are in community and you have that 
sense of community, be it church or whatever, you also will be more 
generous. If you got to church four times a month—regardless of faith 
orientation—your chances of living are like six years longer. It goes along 
with giving. 

Jay:   I think there is a definite link between grace and generosity. People who look 
at life through a lens of giving without wanting anything in return say I'm 
giving this because I'm a generous person. Giving follows grace like thunder 
follows lightening, somebody said. I've never known an unhappy, generous 
person. They live a different lifestyle. One of the things we teach at our 
development seminars at the Trust is that fundraising is what the Girl Scouts 
do when they sell cookies. That's not philanthropy. Philanthropy is helping 
people find their joy. It's transformative when it happens. 

Gary:   Go back to the spirit of that 10-minute discernment that you did this 
morning. Ken brought us the idea of “standing in the gap” between what we 
are recognizing is not working any longer (a past reference) and the 
realization that for something new to be born something existing must die. 
Are you thinking that some aspect of your posture around this continuum 
called philanthropy or generosity will have to change, given what you were 
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discerning is your position on the edge, your posture toward this concerted 
work? From the vantage point of my own 30+ year involvement with 
philanthropy, I have to be aware of how easy it can be for me to go back to 
what I know, back to all of the lessons I've learned. Perhaps we have to lift up 
that notion of opposites which we discussed earlier and ask ourselves about 
all our known and familiar responses, "Well, what if none of that works 
anymore? What if that's in the way? What do I have to unlearn in order to 
evoke the social changes that I care most deeply about? What is this dialogue 
that results in an exchange of resources, human or financial?" Based on what 
you started do discern, what's emerging for you that you may feel is different 
about your relationship to this work around generosity? 

John:  Could generosity be redirected, or become more of a lever or an accelerant for 
wise community change or action? I have to ask, do I want a million dollars 
for a new MRI or do I want the community to receive the million dollars in 
order to build a healthy, vibrant community? I don't know if “redirect” is the 
right word, but it seems like it needs to move to asking how we use 
generosity as a lever to get to this bigger, shared picture. 

Rick:   Wise action is generous action in community. It goes back to what you're 
doing, Gwyn, in Colorado. What you describe your foundation doing can be 
described as being generous. You're risking all sorts of things, for the sake of 
what's right out there. To me, that's generous. You can call it other things but 
that's generous action. 

John:   Are we talking about wise action or wise action for community action? To me, 
community change is the key. Community wholeness or well-being. 

Jay:   Reflecting as a person who has been involved in raising funds for all different 
kinds of things, I had the perspective early in my career that I used people to 
develop or meet my goals. At some point, it dawned on me is that you don't 
use people to do that. The project is really a part of the development of 
people and helping them succeed with whatever they want to achieve in their 
lives. I had to stop using people because that is not how you get people to 
really discover or understand generosity. This was a major paradigm shift for 
me early in my career. 

Shari:   Perhaps it’s more unleashing people instead of using people. 

Craig:   One of the points in Grant's book is his discussion of givers as one style of 
individuals in the workplace. The givers are amongst the very most 
successful and amongst the very least successful. It's about knowing how to 
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be efficient and effective in giving. I personally believe people are incredibly 
generous. It's an automatic reaction for most people. If you're in a crisis, 
there's an unthinking, automatic reaction. Isn't our role in philanthropy, at 
least in part, about education and channeling and making things effective? 
Almost everything is good or bad, in excess one way or the other. I think 
generosity without intention may not be something that we ought to be all 
that proud of. Not to diminish what you said about “t’ain’t nuff of it” and 
“Do we even care about people's intention?” In one way, if you're trying to 
get to a goal, the answer is no. However, if we get there and we didn't get 
there for the right reason…. 

GENEROSITY AND RECIPROCITY 

Kim:   There's something about generosity that makes me feel that it's a one-way 
process. I’m cautious to use words like 'investment' because that word has so 
many financial implications. But when we invest in the community and in 
people, there is a process that gets created where the return on investment is 
people take that investment, growing it and then passing it on. 

Ken:   In the work that I got to do for a little while with philanthropists and native 
community folks, their frame was reciprocity. They taught us that there is an 
interaction that either creates or is created by the sensibility that if it is not 
reciprocal and mutually formed, it is not alright; it doesn't honor our way. I 
don't know if that is just the native frame or if that is transferable. I woke up 
to reciprocity when they said that. 

Kim:   Does reciprocity take into account the generative nature to it? 

Ken:   Yes, or reverberation or cascading. I think that's probably also in the 
discussion. 

Shari:   It is like a domino effect. I think part of what you said, Craig, is generosity 
with intention is, perhaps, more meaningful than generosity without. It 
doesn't change the word generosity but it qualifies it as either intentional or 
not intentional. The intentional does feel more mutual and does have that 
domino effect. When people make that generous financial gift investment and 
it is intentional, the intentionality is more than just financial generosity, it is 
the generosity of heart and thinking. Therefore, what you have created is not 
just donors but people who have ownership. That's what I talk about the 
domino effect. You now have a group of these owners who then share their 
experiences with others and bring more owners into the pool. 
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RELATIONSHIPS AND MOTIVATION 

Kevin: A book that I recommend is called the Generosity Network, by Jennifer McCrea 
and Jeffrey Walker. It has a whole different way of looking at how you 
connect with people and find the ground on which generosity is built. I am 
reviled by people who talk about their “hit list.” We don't have hit lists, okay! 
We're not hitting people up for money. In the Generosity Network we look 
for an opportunity to have a conversation.  

 (Kevin then told the story of a board member who attempted to leverage his personal 
relationship with a prospective major donor who had not yet developed a relationship 
with the university. As Kevin predicted, the donor declined the gift request. But, 
Concordia continued to develop a relationship with this donor based on his known 
interests—arts and kids. They are now in discussion with this prospective donor 
about a 7-figure gift to the STEAM portion of a larger initiative: science, technology, 
education, arts and math.) We are now standing on common ground and the 
conversation is about how we can change the lives of children that we both 
serve. I use this as an example simply because I think oftentimes we confuse 
fundraising for philanthropy for generosity. You have to build good 
relationships and they have to be a common interest like any great 
relationship. Relationships with generous people are ultimately about 
sharing this incredibly generous territory. Generosity is not for the faint of 
heart because you're asking someone to do something with you. That is a 
very, very close relationship.  

Rick: What you just described is a form of generosity broadly defined. Can you 
have generosity without having community or vice versa?  

Craig: You can have community without generous people: people are in a quid pro 
quo; I'm helping you because you're helping me. I don't see that as generosity 
but I clearly see that as community. 

Patrick: The longer I'm involved in philanthropy, the more I realize how individual 
each person is and how everybody's motivation is so different. You just have 
to try and understand that as best you can. Some of the largest 
philanthropists I've worked with in the last five years gave nothing out of 
vision. It was all coming from some place inside them that was much more 
about their need to be seen a certain way. Other people give to connect with 
an institution because they can get something from it. It's really hard to say 
why people give. 
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 I jotted down a question to myself yesterday, "Who in my community is 
really interested in transformational philanthropy?" It's going to be an 
extremely short list because most people give out of habit, out of loyalty, 
and/or out of an affinity that's been developed over time.  

Shari: If we were to take our time and our professions in relationships with others 
on a pie chart, we spend less than 5% of the actual asking for gift. The giving 
of that gift may happen at a perceived end of something or at the beginning 
of something or in the middle of the whole journey. In order to help you, 
Patrick, make your list a little longer, perhaps it's what you do before and 
after you get that gift that makes that person feel transformational.  

 Drawing again on my work with the cancer center, donors may give because 
they perceive that their oncologist at the hospital saved their father's life. 
Then they give that gift. Once they give—regardless of when in your journey 
with them that gift was made—that donor is alongside you now and you 
continually tell them how much their gift has transformed the work and 
made the next patient's care even better. I would think the transformational 
piece is developing. It's not just the thing that happens when the gift is given. 

COMMUNITY AS BENEFICIARY AND PARTNER 

Kim: Going back to community and the role of community when we're describing 
our projects or passions. The community is still at the table but as beneficiary. 
How do you get to that point where the community is an equal partner in 
determining what those projects are going to be in the first place? Like John 
was asking earlier, “How do you invest in the community and who makes 
the decisions?” Structurally, how we redefine the community's role as a 
beneficiary and as partners? 

Rick: Wouldn't you have to start with the premise that that community is already 
filled with lots of generosity? It's not like your foundation is pumping it in 
through some big donations. There's already generous stuff going on. 
Savannah, what you described yesterday was about generosity; generous 
actions toward your family and your neighborhood, etc. I just find it 
interesting that we keep coming back to generosity equals dollars. Personally, 
I just don't believe it's limited that way. 

Jay: The point I was trying to make earlier is that true generosity is about 
abundance and love. If you don't have love as the foundation then it does just 
become about dollars. I had an experience early in my president’s role at 
Warner Pacific College. I knew about this woman in Southern California who 
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had a tremendous capacity. I got an appointment with her in her home. 
During my first visit I told her about how challenging things were at Warner, 
how scarce the money was, and that we really needed her help. I asked her 
for a seven figure gift. She listened very attentively to me and she said, "Well, 
I'll need to talk with my financial advisor, but if you can come back in three 
months." I did that two or three times. Each time she would say the same 
thing to me.  

On the third visit I brought my dear wife, Jan, with me. Whenever she goes 
with me she always brings a little gift for the person we’re going to meet 
with. I introduced here to this lady and she gave her this gift. She said, "This 
is for me? Can I open it?" Jan sad, "Certainly." She opened it up. It was some 
old Chinese figurines. She looked at these little figurines and she said, "How 
did you know I collect these?" She then asked Jan, "Would you like to see my 
collection?" Jan said "I'd love to." The woman turned to me and said, "You go 
in there and sit down." They disappeared for an hour. I'm sitting there 
looking through USA Today on her porch. During that visit, the woman 
never told me yes or no to my request. In the car I asked Jan, "What was that 
all about?" She said, "Henrietta would really like to make that gift but she's 
not sure that the money will go where it needs to go because of all your talk 
about scarcity.” What I came to observe was that once that relationship was 
established between Jan and this lady, it became a love story. Until that lady 
died, Jan and Henrietta became dear friends. Henrietta ended up leaving her 
whole fortune to the endowment of the institution. I had nothing to do with 
it. I nearly messed it up because I had to have the money. It was all about 
relationship, abundance and love. Boy that was a big lesson to learn! 

John: A blind spot maybe for me is coming at it organizationally-based. I feel like 
we keep turning to Gwyn because she's in a foundation role. It's great you're 
flipping things, you're being a rebel, and you're investing differently in the 
community. I'm just thinking of my own situation where we've said we're 
going to invest half of our funds (our grants) in the community for what we 
think is community change, a thing we would have never invested in before 
as a health care organization. That's where I feel alone and crazy at times. I 
just feel like there's still this divide between, "Well, that's her (the Colorado 
Trust’s) job," or "That's the St. Paul's Foundation's job" and how we channel 
all this generosity and philanthropy? That’s where I’m feeling stuck. How is 
it all of our organizations’ job to invest into community change initiatives? 
It’s all a bit scary to me. I said earlier I don't know if I'm even worthy of it 
because I've never run a community change initiative. Would I rather have a 
million dollar gift invested into a co-created, co-designed-with-community 
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initiative versus the million dollars for an MRI or something that's good for 
my system? I'm just not making the connection here.  

GENEROSITY OF SELF 

Savannah: I don't know exactly how we're defining generosity. Maybe I'm not on the 
same page. I see what Matt’s doing as an example of generosity, the fact he’s 
willing to share things about himself and put himself out there. He's giving a 
piece of himself. He’s getting past the fear and the vulnerability when it 
would be easier to hold back. To me, that's a form of generosity that's really 
powerful. When I first came here I was really nervous and there was this part 
of me that really wanted to introvert and hold back. I just decided to be 
vulnerable and be generous with myself so I put myself out there. When I 
think of generosity in community I think it’s more of giving a piece of 
yourself, getting past the fear of being vulnerable, and recognizing how 
doing so can inspire other people to be generous in whatever way they define 
generosity. I'm not so much thinking about money but more how we as 
people can be generous with ourselves. 

Gary: I’m trying to tie together some of the threads that have been thrown out in 
this conversation. John raised the question about removing the divide and 
inviting us all to be generous; Jay's comment that generosity is about love; 
Ken's earlier writing about love meaning the absence of separateness, the 
bringing together of things; the Native lens of reciprocity; and my recollection 
of a comment made by a young man from Spokane, Washington, who 
participated in Conversation 2011. This young man told the story of getting to 
work with a Maasai individual who was interning at his facility. This young 
man was struck by the traditional Maasai greeting which, translated to 
English means, "Nourish me with your words."  

These powerful notions of reciprocity, nourishing others with love, closing 
the separateness….The challenge is one of mindset, especially from an 
organizational point of view. I keep coming back to mindset. What's our old 
language? Who's the beneficiary of our philanthropic endeavors? Can 
beneficiary and reciprocity co-exist in the same sentence? I doesn't feel like it. If 
one espouses reciprocity but, because of training and habit of mind thinks 
about generosity as having a beneficiary, then that oneness is not achieved. 
Now we're stacked; we're somebody with and somebody without. 

 All of that seems wrapped up. I'm with you, John, in that I don't think that it's 
just Gwyn's struggle or Gwyn's light that she's shining. She may be further 
out on the edge than a lot of us around the table. Part of navigating our very 
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familiar path of philanthropy may come to feel a lot different when you think 
of it beyond host organization benefit and see it as being in service of equity, 
fairness, and access. [Pointing at himself,] Here's what has to change. 

Kim: Is there some kind of structure or something in our concept of what power is 
or what may just become culture? I'm thinking about these community 
forums that we're doing in Oregon. When we invite the community to 
forums, who is it? It's people from the meritocracy, higher education, ACOs, 
hospital systems, government, and major foundations. Is that really a 
community forum? 

Matt: It's a leadership forum, a community organizers' forum. 

Kim: I don't think I’m unique in that. It's unconscious, it's prevalent, and it's 
probably cultural. Is that the kind of thing that's keeping us separate? 

GENEROUS RELATIONSHIPS 

Karen: The statement Savannah just made is resonating with me. We in this room are 
incredibly jaded, not with intent but because we've lived in an environment 
that has created structures that we all are sitting here talking about. We can't 
get out of them. We cannot. You just basically said, "Screw all that, people." 
What? You can't even wrap your head around this crazy construct that we're 
all living in. It's so freaking awesome.  

Savannah: Every person at this table has been so generous. You've offered some type of 
advice, encouragement, and kind words that I'm going to take with me back 
to my community. I feel like I'm going to have conversations with people 
who are struggling in my community and I can give hope and inspiration 
and advice. To me, that's generosity. 

Karen: And that's social change. When Savannah says things like, "We just want to 
be valued, we want to have value;" if that's what is generated upward from 
the community, those who have money engage in that process. However, we 
always do it backwards. Kevin told the story of how Concordia did the 
opposite. Opposites worked. That has been such a telling piece for me. That is 
transformational.  

Rick: Maybe the other thing that's upside down is that we may need to look at 
generosity from basic relationships where the richest generosity is: family, 
friends, and neighborhood. The generosity of big foundations is way less 
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important at that level of generosity in community. It's just about caring for 
each other and making sure that people are okay. 

Matt: There's a trustee in a local foundation who I’ve been meeting with socially 
over lunch for 14 years. He went through a period of personal grief when his 
daughter-in-law got—and ultimately died from—breast cancer. I hadn't seen 
him in two or three months because he had been in the middle of trying to 
help his son. We were just about to get up from lunch when he said 
something that blew me away. I was getting ready to get up. He stopped me 
and he said, "Matt, I just want to tell you. Life's too short. I saw my daughter-
in-law pass away. I just want to tell you that I love you as a brother. I 
appreciate you being there for me for the last three years while I walked 
through family crisis. That was more satisfying to me because I was just in a 
relationship with him. I really care more about the person than I do about their 
money. I was hanging out with him anyway because I care about him as a 
human being. It's about being in a relationship because you know it's the 
right thing to do and just see what happens from there. Most people just want 
somebody to connect with them as a human being, to love you in their life. 
I've always gotten it backwards.  

Kevin: The less you strategize and the more you dig into building relationships the 
better and more authentic you’ll be. I want to walk alongside these people 
and be in projects together as a community. Who has relationships with 
people where you think about, "Oh, I've got to make this move, and then I've 
got to make that move, and I've got to make this move, and then it will be 
this?" That's not real relationship. The more I get away from that and I just 
meet people and be with them around common interests, the further along 
the road we get together. 

Marv: Before we close this topic, what comes to my mind is our human nature to get 
hunkered down in past successes. That's an issue where look for patterns 
where we can gain some predictability. If you go out and build the 
relationship and then that leads to a donation…to friendship…whatever, that 
can imprint and create two things: 1) a false sense of what it might look like 
the next time and it can even create a striving to make it look like that the 
next time; 2) Then we can create justifications afterwards that actually give 
that away. These are all things that we have to be very cautious of in this 
space, particularly—as we've even seen in this conversation here today—it’s   
very hard to talk about generosity without talking about money. It's because 
we're drawn to that physicality, that material. While this may not be a bad 
thing, if we're not conscious of it, we can create stories around this that 
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maybe worked once and then we spend a lot of energy trying to make it work 
that way again or justifying what happened. 

Kim: I'm going to leave this meeting with some different eyes. At the start of this 
conversation since the break it was easy for, when thinking about fundraising 
and people giving gifts, for me to talk about a culture of separateness. 
Moving forward, the question for me is how and under what circumstances 
do I contribute to that separation myself and what does it really mean to be 
part of community. How am I unconsciously contributing to our 
separateness? There's probably a cultural element there that I keep bumping 
into in some way. If I’m going to really be involved with people in 
community, I think I'm going to need some help with that. 

Jay: Perhaps we could close this section by sharing with you a fitting quotation 
that I heard last December. It says, "Giving frees us from the familiar territory 
of our own needs by opening our mind to the unexplained worlds occupied 
by the needs of others." Barbara Bush.  

Conversation 2015 Day 3 - Afternoon 

This section invited participants to write onto small Post-It notes a word or phrase that reflects the 
core of wise concerted action in community. Once everyone posted their contributions on the front 
wall, we asked the group to rearrange the individual entries into a complete narrative, ultimately 
giving voice to this emerging “story” of what is at the heart of wise, concerted action.  

Natalia was asked by the group to be the “voice” of the emerging logic of this collective work of 
distilling individual contributions into a whole. This real-time distillation follows: 

 “Community driven leadership (citizen engagement) requires transparency 
to build bridges. It requires selflessness and living generously. Love must 
first be inclusive before we can build authentic relationships and relate with 
purposeful energy. We will strive to take a whole system view, where 
consciously examining the opposite can cause us to evaluate what is most 
personal, what is most universal. We can learn to live on the edge, trusting 
that our life experiences and proper analysis of investment may cause us 
disturbance and trusting that, through invitation, we have opportunities for 
learning and partnership that can result in shared success. In that shared 
success we will be framed in oneness, where collaboration, reciprocity, and 
shared power emanate from a larger perspective and leads us to honesty.”  
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Ken: What we just did is multi-media in action. Sometimes this is a process of 
dancing it, writing it, reconstructing it, hearing it that works powerfully and 
differently for people. Obviously, the exercise we just did is a pretty crude 
example of a participatory design of a process of asking folks what they mean 
by their contributions to some of questions like, “What do we want in our 
community? What would we have to have to make sure it's authentic or 
powerful for you? What are the inflections or leverage in it?”  

Gary:  Any observations that you might want to offer about what we witnessed just 
in terms of the forming and the storming that took place? Is what we just 
experienced a microcosm or mirror of “real” community? 

Ken:  You were a community at work. Some people felt like this is not a task I want 
to do, I'm not good with words, and it’s too much.  

Jay: Working in community is messy. 

Ken: It was messy but it came out to be pretty much more powerful as we went 
along. It was a little bit awkward and overwhelming when we started and 
came out with some clarity. By accident, I came to recognize the power of this 
process. I was doing community vision work in a town in the Mississippi 
Delta in a big community college where we had kids, students, seniors, 
community leaders, the mayor, teachers, all talking about the community 
they wanted to build together. They were doing magic markers on white 
butcher paper and we did World Café approach. We moved people around 
every 15 minutes around that question. There was a fair amount of 
intermingling and mess all over the table. I asked the kids to go around and 
cut out of all the paper what stood out for them on every piece of paper. The 
kids and some of the elders did it. They just started cutting out the pieces of 
paper and brought them up to the wall. I said "great, now what?" In the 
course of about half an hour everybody tried to figure out whether some of 
these terms were ends or framing variables or passages to something else. I 
think it was a provocative hands-on way to make something quicker than 
you would have been able to do if you were just wordsmithing it with the 
entire group. 

 Earlier, Gary and I were thinking, now what do we do? We said, well let's 
just have people try to make sense of it in real time. There's a book with 
similar ideas called Visual Meetings, but anything you can do with sticky 
notes, people, and ideas is fast group process that is fairly easy to produce a 
new idea and a quicker consensus.  
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Following some discussion about upcoming Conversations, we concluded Conversation 2015 with a 
round table reading of a poem by longtime friend and past Conversation participant, Tom Soma. 

Collective wisdom 
(A poetic synthesis of Conversation 2013 for those at the table in body or spirit) 
 
by Tom Soma 
 
 
 
People of similar heart, 
we persevere through turbulent times. 
Structures and infrastructures in flux. 
Priorities awry. 
Privacy eroding. 
The ecosystem pushing back. 
A narrowing concentration of wealth 
threatening our means and methods of exchange. 
 
Our sector, 
our nation, 
our world, 
are all swirling. 
 
We need a new understanding 
a new language, 
a new way through. 
 
 * 
 
In the wilderness, 
deep roots are essential 
to survival. 
 
Prior plans—especially if harbored in our minds alone— 
fail to serve us well. 
 
When the landscape is disorienting, 
it’s time to slow down, 
listen more deeply, 
consider other approaches, 
and most importantly, 
just be… 
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A more intentional journey 
requires the summoning of our hearts. 
 
As we seek to build adaptive muscle, 
we must recognize that  
answers aren’t necessarily openings. 
 
Openings emerge 
far more readily 
from questions— 
and the first questions we ask 
ought to be 
of ourselves. 
 
Is the world better 
because I’m here? 
 
Am I better 
because I’m in the world? 
 
Am I strong enough to trust? 
To let go? 
To allow? 
 
How might I approach all inquiry appreciatively? 
 
What will I manifest? 
 
How shall I dance my soul awake? 
 
 * 
 
There is not ONE way. 
There are MANY… 
 
As leaders, 
our responsibility is to invite disturbance, 
listen artfully, 
speak inclusively, 
eliminate walls, 
and discard any illusion of control. 
 
We can’t impose 
even the best of intentions, 
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But we can invite 
and inspire… 
 
 * 
 
Acknowledging not only the presence, 
but the profound value of tension, 
of ambiguity, 
of difference— 
 
and likewise, 
the extraordinary power 
of both gratitude 
and vulnerability— 
 
do we have the courage to lead 
toward congruence? 
Toward resonance? 
Toward one-ness? 
 
 * 
 
Answers aren’t to be owned. 
 
Solutions aren’t to be possessed. 
 
Both understanding and progress favor the humble. 
 
If we replace fear with courage, 
problems with dreams, 
habits with imagination, 
and begin to act collaboratively, 
in solidarity, 
we will 
find ways through… 
 
We can be the change. 
 
 * 
 
“Someday”  
is not a day… 
 
Today 
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deserves our rapt attention, 
our humble intention, 
our abiding gratitude. 
 
Rest assured, 
the future will emerge. 
 
The ultimate question 
for each of us 
is, 
“Will I?” 
 

###  
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