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part iii 
practicing Life and innovation
How ancient innovation practices help us renew our lives and our businesses

In Part I, we outlined two trends that challenge all organizations: 

1.  Teams must adapt to greater complexity and competition

2.  People searching for meaning 

innovation is one area in our lives where these two trends converge. By innovation we mean the 
process of becoming aware that there is a need for change and making that change happen in ways 

that are better, faster, and cheaper. This process provides an opportunity for teams and individuals to 
ask “What am I committed to becoming?” 

Most teams embrace the challenge of the first trend. They excel in technical skills and have access to 
innovation process maps. The best teams further distinguish themselves in the second area: by helping 
team members make-meaning by tying innovation to larger human goals. 

In Part II, we discussed the first three ancient practices of innovation: awareness, setting worthy 
goals, and setting the right foundation for an innovation initiative. Sometimes teams say, “Well, our 
process includes the word ‘alignment.’ Doesn’t that cover it?” No, no, no. We want to know that the right 
problem that needs to be solved is the one we are solving. We need to know what a team member is fully 
committed to becoming. Everything changes based on these answers. We must observe and question using 
all tools available to us, even the ancient ones that ask us to innovate in a way that leads to flourishing.

Part III discusses four practices that contribute to well-lived lives and to innovation: pilgrimage, 
hospitality, practical wisdom, and perseverance. 

Here we are in more familiar innovation territory, and one with extensive research and worksheets 
for business teams.  For instance, prominent innovation specialist Clayton Christensen of Harvard 
Business School recently wrote:

“From our research (of nearly 5,000 business executives), consistent patterns emerged 
that led us to identify five primary discovery skills that underlie innovation: associating, 
observing, questioning, networking, and experimenting . . . Collectively, these five 
discovery skills constitute what we call the innovator’s DNA, the code for creating 
innovative business ideas. By mastering these discovery skills, you can learn to act 
differently and think differently, and by doing so increase your prospects for developing 
innovative products and services.” 1 
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Five thousand people studied! This is a huge study by a trusted scholar, and his work has stood the 
test of time. We only seek to connect dots that we realize many have not yet connected. We believe we 
need all the tools we can get into our toolkits to invent the future. 

What is different with our approach? 

1. One mindset for professional and personal life. We don’t stop being human in differ-
ent contexts. Trust and courage are created in the same way in both places. The best 
teams realize this, strive for authenticity, and don’t make people less human at work 
than they are at in personal relationships. It can be done and gets easier with practice. 

2. A more “native” vocabulary. We don’t need a new set of words to help us describe  
the process of meeting a new challenge productively.  When we use ancient, universal 
practices we find that they have the attributes that marketing scholars say help  
adoption: 

* Relative advantage: These practices are more native and more respected than 
the corporate jargon organizations ask their teammates to learn. These practices 
optimize long-term flourishing, and as a result these goals are often more impor-
tant to humans than their team’s goals.

* Compatibility: These practices integrate work and home practices, and show 
how the two can be used together to promote their community flourishing in both 
places with similar practices.

* Ease-of-use: These ancient practices are used universally, from cultures without 
access to healthy water to cultures that explore quantum particles. 

* Trialability: These practices are easy to implement in small trials.

* Observability: These ancient practices have been promoted for thousands of 
years in practice, literature, and sacred services.  

3.   The ancient spiritual practices of pilgrimage, hospitality, practical wisdom, and 
perseverance are not neutral tools. They are designed to help people and communities 
flourish. We cannot say the same thing about teams in all settings. Sometimes “neutral 
tools” are used to degrade and demean and we need only look at the most recent corpo-
rate ethics scandals for fresh evidence. Our end goal makes an important difference in 
how we act.

The
InnovaTIon

Process:

establish  
the foundation 

for change

Become aware 
of the need  
to change

Internal idea 
generation

evaluate  
ideas

set new 
goals

external idea 
generation

Implement  
the idea

seven
ancIenT

PracTIces:

set the
foundationawareness Pilgrimage

Practice 
practical  
wisdom

set worthy 
goals hospitality Practice

perseverance

this paper focuses on these four practices that  
are often obscured by corporate jargon.



Copyright 2012 Allegra Jordan. Please do not circulate or quote without permission.  3

t h e  b r i g h t  h u m a n  s p i r i t  *  p a r t  i i i :  p r a c t i c i n g  l i f e  a n d  i n n o v a t i o n

practicing piLgrimage
A journey of moral or spiritual significance

In addition to wanting to assume responsibility within the company, / managers  
who will travel and work at Auschwitz / demonstrate the courage to come 

 face to face with history. In my eyes that is exemplary conduct and a critical  
building block in the biography of a future leader of others.3 

– volkswagen’s group works council deputy chairman bernd wehlauer 
on management trainees who volunteer to work at the auschwitz memorial site 

* * *
We are externally focused. 

– procter & gamble principles 4 

* * *
We’re always looking for ways to build on our relationships— 

both inside and outside the company. The more we listen, innovate,  
and serve our people, the more we can celebrate together.

– aflac citizenship report, 2011 5

t he cultures we are soaked in day in and day out are powerful. “Culture eats strategy for lunch,” is a 
common saying and it’s true. When we explore other cultures, we see entirely different systems of 

thinking and acting. Some lead to flourishing and others to death. In our experience, pilgrimage equips 
innovators with energy, evidence, and confidence that the world can be changed.

Why pilgrimage is not a “site visit.”  What we choose to observe, question, associate, and experiment 
with, and who we network with, are up to us when populating a database of experiences that will help 
us generate useful ideas. 

Traditionally, teams try to live in their customers’ shoes, or they visit sites with “best practices.” 
They conduct focus groups. For instance, in January 2012, Apple sent 250 people to the Consumer 
Electronics Show in Las Vegas but the company didn’t exhibit. This was a team exploration to learn 
what the competition and customers were talking about. We firmly believe in these traditional tools, 
and admire the teams that use them such as IDEO, an innovative design group. 

While we value “knowing what other people know” in our industry, it seldom produces different 
thinking.  If all of our databases have the same reference points and examples, then we put in a lot of 
energy to get the same results as other teams will produce. We will not be copying, we will just come 
out with the same conclusions because our thinking has been shaped by the same forces.

We respect that it’s hard to get time to pilgrimage to unique sites. Why? It’s hard to ask that an 
entire team leave its regular duties. To get the request through the approval process, most people play 
it safe. They recommend a visit to the local Apple genius bar (which is a good place to start, just not the 
only place we should find ideas). A team member does not risk hard-earned credibility asking fellow 
team-mates to leave the office to be at risk.  “Are you sure?” are three words that can kill innovation, 
and in site selection these words become powerful.
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Sometimes the trips that change us the most are the ones we find for ourselves or that our personal, 
non-work cultures respect. These help us open to new ways of thinking about things that we respect. 
We believe such trips are even more valuable when paired with the question, “what am I committed to 
becoming?”

Pilgrimage is an old-fashioned practice where we travel with a group to a destination and reflect on 
some of the big questions of life. 

The pilgrimage experience is venerated by most, though not all, world religions.  Famous religious 
pilgrimages include Muslims to Mecca; Christians to Jerusalem, Rome, or cathedral routes such as the 
Santiago de Compostela; Hindus to the Char Dham sites; and Buddhists and Hindus to the Ganges 
plains of southern Nepal and Northern India.  The importance of these journeys is in thinking about 
the big questions of life, especially regarding what a person is committed to becoming.

Some corporations use pilgrimage to help people become better people (make meaning) while 
dealing with all the complexity of today’s worklife. Here is an important example that combines the big 
questions in life with corporate exploration.

Volkswagen at the Auschwitz Memorial site. One incredible corporate pilgrimage today is conducted 
by Volkswagen, the innovative German car manufacturer. Volkswagen acknowledged that it used slave 
labor in its work during World War II. In 2008 a group of management trainees volunteered to go to 
the site. Youth apprentices for the past 20 years have travelled to the Auschwitz Museum and Memo-
rial, the infamous Nazi death camp, to study and preserve the museum. 

Behard Wehlauer, then deputy chairman of the Volkswagen Works Council said of these managers: 
“In addition to wanting to assume responsibility within the company, they demonstrate the courage to 
come face to face with history. In my eyes that is exemplary conduct and a critical building block in the 
biography of a future leader of others.” 6  

This pilgrimage is an important part of Volkswagen’s desire to excel at ethics as well as car sales and 
manufacture. Through its program, more than 1,400 Poles and Germans have confronted a moving and 
devastating history with care for the site which extends to polishing the shoes of the victims. They do 
this to better understand corporate social responsibility and because it makes them better leaders in 
the company. 7  For this honest, hard work, Volkswagen has received justifiable worldwide recognition 
and respect. 

What concrete steps do I take for a pilgrimage?

1.  Identify a place that would help stretch your imagination in positive ways. Have the 
courage to identify a positive place that you deeply respect. When we are passionate 
about something, we have the energy to learn at a deeper level “what is going on?” This 
helps us avoid confusing seemingly similar things that turn out not to be similar at all. 

2. Identify a facilitator for the pilgrimage who is able to help bring out the best in 
people by wisely challenging members of the pilgrimage on cherished beliefs that may 
not stand up to scrutiny, identifying people’s gifts, helping people dream bigger dreams, 
and facilitating a conversation about “what are we committed to becoming?” 
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3. Provide each person with a reading and a few questions to consider while they are in a 
different environment.

4. Travel together. On the bus or van people become relaxed and carry on conversa-
tions they don’t have time for when in the office. This sitting and talking about whatever 
people want to talk about is an important step to changing team chemistry. 

5. Debrief at the site.

6. Reflect privately after the visit: 

 * Where does this experience challenge me? 

 * Where do I sense excitement? 

 * Where do I sense opposition? 

 * What do I accept or not accept going forward based on this experience? 

 * What am I committed to becoming as a result of this experience?

 * What did I learn about the people with me that I didn’t know before? 

7. Do not expect all the results of the pilgrimage to be apparent at once. We have typi-
cally found that many benefits of pilgrimage only show up over time. These range from 
improved team chemistry to connections that people will make in ideation sessions that 
they would not have made before. The heart, head, and application of new wisdoms 
work with different rhythms.  

Why wanting to go on a pilgrimage requires courage:

A desire to go on a pilgrimage to learn about something we are personally passionate 
about takes courage for two reasons:

1.   When we say we want to explore something that is different, we trust our own judg-
ment. There are real world consequences to taking a stand. Some people will respond 
positively, some will not. We urge caution when listening what people say. Some advice is 
useful and keeps you safe. Other advice may be a projection of another’s fears and ego. 

2.  We will be doing something really different than most of our colleagues. If a person 
chooses to spend personal resources to fly to India and travel down the Ganges river, or 
visit Taize, France or Thich Nhat Hahn’s Plum Village, that person can learn a lot about 
very different cultures that other teams will not. It can also be threatening to people 
who don’t want us to grow.

3.  We cannot map our pilgrimage to an immediate return on an investment and thus 
we may think we are wasteful. 

We don’t often know when our intuitions and lessons will become valuable, because we’ve not yet 
invented the future.

We have found a helpful metaphor for technology cultures to be the patent process. We ask the 
question: When does the value of a patent start to emerge? A patent is not valuable for three to five 
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years in the U.S. That’s the time it takes to go from idea a lawyer files with the U.S. Patent office to the 
actual granting of the patent. So any idea we have, to have legal monopoly over it, we have to wait 3-5 
years to collect licensing revenue around it. 

What happens during that period of time? Lots. Markets change. We change. People move. Govern-
ments change, and new inventions come along. It’s hard to know what will be valuable 3-5 years from 
now. Yet many of us invest in patents because there can be some good out of the process for ourselves 
(we’re taking our ideas seriously), our teams (defensible monopoly revenue), for our ideas, and for 
society (eventually people get to see how you created your idea because the patent becomes public).8  

What makes a pilgrimage experience valuable today? We often are inspired by what we can immedi-
ately apply. It’s very hard for anyone to predict how things will play out over time and what experience 
will be called on to help you out. 

What do we recommend when placing bets that pay off three to five years from now? Believe in what 
you are doing because you are personally passionate about it. When we do what we love, we have the 
desire to learn about the specifics of the situation, a desire to help the project flourish through contin-
ued investment, and a greater ability to endure challenges.  Without such passion, the benefits will 
probably not come to fruition even in the best of circumstances.

F o r m a l  e d u c a t i o n  a s  p i l g r i m a g e

Formal education is an extended exploration of different ways people solve prob-
lems. Where we sit – in what school and seat – makes a difference!

Bill Powers, the president of the University of Texas at Austin and lead investi-
gator of the Enron scandal, teaches tort law.  Tort law focuses on “when things go 
wrong due to an accident or negligence.”  He starts out his first tort class with new 
law students by asking them what to do if someone is late for class. Through this 
simple example he surfaces the different ways his students think about justice. He 
points out that the solutions in a tort case are different than in systems of law that 
deal with motives: criminal law or contract law. These three different systems of 
resolving disputes can take the same facts but can provide very different outcomes. 
If a person only had one database for thinking about what to do if a person is late 
for class, justice would not be well-served. 

Now consider how different disciplines outside of law would deal with the 
challenge of a person being late to class! The challenge is addressed differently if 
asked in a religious school, a school for prisoners, a business school, a hospital, a 
school for social work, or even an art school. 

The more we know about different ways we can solve problems, the better we 
are able to spot the true variety of a situation where the facts are the same, but the 
solution requires something different.
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case study: peter yap seng and malaysian manufacturing

peter Yap Seng is a manufacturer of heavy equipment in Malaysia. He went on pilgrimage with a 
Catholic priest and Duke professor of world religions Emmanuel Katongole in East Africa. Seng’s 

wisdom became a data point for us about how businesses were changing around the world. This insight 
came one year before Harvard Business Review began publishing cover stories about a new way of 
thinking about how the best businesses work. Here was one interchange from the pilgrimage:

Q: Why did you come on pilgrimage?

Seng: “I was very successful in business. And I retired early. I believe that when you retire 
early you curse yourself. You have gifts that are meant to be used.

I decided that I would go back into business. I would run a business that could care  
for people between weekends when the church cares for people. After all you are at work 
six days and rest only one. So who will help people be better people during the week if not 
business?

To do this I had to be very careful. I had to pay wages that allowed people to have 
families and treat them well. I had to allow people to go home and be with their families.  
I had to put truth and honesty front and center because that’s what we are doing this for. 
We are not here to make less of people. I am on pilgrimage to learn more about how the 
people we meet have faced their challenges, to meet other people who have similar quests, 
and through these experiences live in better communion with God.”
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practicing hospitaLity
Inviting people and ideas to connect with you 

Mutual interdependency is a way of life.
 – procter & gamble principles 9

* * *
Ideas come from everywhere.

 – google’s 9 principles of innovation

* * *
If you don’t listen to your customers you will fail.   

But if you only listen to your customers you will also fail
 – amazon’s core values

* * *
Be a sponge.

 – nike’s 11 maxims

* * *
We work hard to create and keep relationships with our customers and designers,  

with our dealers, suppliers, contractors, and among ourselves.
 – herman miller corporate statement 10

innovators rightly believe that networking can connect us with people and ideas to bring insight 
about what a different future may look life.  “By engaging with others, innovators increase the 

probability that they are going to gain useful insights,” writes innovation pioneer Clay Christensen.11 
In traditional innovation studies, “open innovation,” is a concept from professor Henry Ches-

brough. “Open innovation” seeks to create systems to source ideas from outside of a team. Its also 
about allowing ideas that your team can’t use to be used by other teams. Its most famous implementer 
is Procter & Gamble, a company lauded around the world as a best innovation practice.  

But in both instances, “networking” and “open innovation” are not native languages for most of  
the world engaged in developing new products and services. When we say “open innovation” to savvy 
executives we have to explain the term and often provide articles to help people understand what  
we are talking about.  And while we believe in networking, the term has a bad name in many parts of the 
world because networking has left many people feeling used. No healthy, talented person likes engaging 
in a conversation only to feel used. Regardless of culture, all healthy people like to be treated with respect. 

We have found that the hospitality mindset resonates, even if a culture is closed and not very good 
at hospitality.  Most people have heard about hospitality as something that they should do from those 
they admire. For those willing to practice hospitality, such a mindset can motivate us to adopt open 
innovation practices.  The practice also helps us become better and more informed people.

In this section we define the hospitality mindset (inviting people and ideas to connect with us), 
connect hospitality to innovation, briefly explore two components of hospitality (friendship and 
sanctuary), and offer prudent boundaries.
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Hospitality’s connection to innovation. The hospitality mindset is a way to gather ideas from people 
outside of your team by giving people and ideas a safe place to be in way that makes more of all of us. 

We find a hospitality mindset has the following innovation benefits:

1. Hospitality improves our environmental scans. 

2. It invites a person to participate in a conversation that we would otherwise not have 
access to.

3. It honors the guest and can inform the host. 

4. It fosters new relationships. 

5. It honors that innovation is not just an individual act, but acts among full communi-
ties connected across the globe. 

In all things, relationships matter. Squeezing a human just to get an idea can be a bad idea: humans 
respond, and healthy ones do not come back for a second squeeze. 

How do we practice hospitality? While we discuss two specific types of hospitality below (friendship 
and sanctuary), here are concrete actions to engage in basic hospitality.

1. Consider what you have to offer others: a seat at a table, funny stories, a listening ear. 
Start small and do not give more than you can afford to give. 

2. Identify a person who you believe is trustworthy, and who will appreciate the offering.

3. Examine motivation and ego. Why am I offering this gift? Is it because I wish to 
experiment with hospitality and see what I learn or because I want to manipulate 
someone? Does this act of hospitality make more of me and others?

4. Offer your gift of hospitality with as little ego involved as possible. See what happens.

5. Assess the response immediately and over time. 

t h e  i m p o r t a n c e  o F  B o u n d a r i e s

Hospitality is not about taking a hike up Crazy-Maker Mountain. It’s not about 
telling people with self-limiting behaviors that they can use our precious life and 
resources as they blissfully continue to ignore their own emotional homework and 
mooch off of us. They will do so. It’s not about letting people with bad habits destroy 
our work, or steal our ideas, divert us from our path, or unreasonably delay a project 
because, for whatever reason they have, they cannot contribute anything but blame 
of you (!) for why they can’t meet reasonable deadlines with reasonable output.  

Boundaries take a while to figure out, but they have to be there and they must be 
enforced or otherwise you or your project will be limited at best or gutted at worst. 
The ancient Christians had the Rule of St. Benedict, written in the 500s, that to this 
present day helps order community life. While the rules are flexible, they don’t say 
“admit everyone and let them go nuts.”  We need to be selective about whom we 
offer hospitality to, and we need to provide community-sustaining standards.
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case study: rublev’s hospitality icon
becomes an economic juggernaut
reflection: Consider a time when you have received or given hospitality. 

1.   What stories did you tell yourself about the experience before you offered hospitality? How did the 
actual experience compare?

2. Did the experience contribute to your ability to innovate in teams? (Examples could be that you 
learned something new; you gained wisdom about how to handle certain challenges; you rested your 
mind and went back to your work refreshed; you ate something different; you learned who not to trust; 
you learned what not to do, etc.)

One of the most prized Russian treasures, perfect icons, and profound spiritual statements is summed 
up by this icon:

a pproximately 600 years ago, 
Andrei Rublev was one of the  

top icon writers (icons are written, not 
painted) in Russia. He was asked to 
create an icon honoring a progressive 
spiritual leader, and to demonstrate  
the progressive aspects of spirituality. 
Rublev created a picture of a visit by 
angels to Abraham, an important story 
in Islam, Judaism, and Christianity. 
What was innovative was that the  
angels were all equal in importance  
and that there was a space at the table 
for the person looking at the icon.  
That space invited the viewer to come 
into a relationship with the divine 
visitors. It spoke to the heart of the 
viewer in ways that no other icon had. 

This treasured image has generated 
significant tourism dollars for Russia for 
centuries, much like the Mona Lisa 
contributes to the French economy.  
The Rublev work is an asset valued in its 
own right for tens of millions of dollars. 

It is also something that positively knits together our social fabric through picturing and espousing a 
hopeful society where we are invited to engage.  What other specific objects of businesses, 600 years 
later, still contribute economically, socially, and spiritually? This is indeed a rare and hopeful picture 
of the power of hospitality on the human soul.
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hospitality through friendship 
Fundamentally, we believe that openness and honesty make for the  

best relationships because that leads to trust and faith.
– zappos family core value #6 12 

* * *
As eclectic a group of individuals we are, the thing we overwhelming love the most  

about working at OXO is the people. It is the one thing we agree on. 
– oxo 13 

t here is a joy in connection and a loneliness about innovation work that makes the practice of 
friendship critical. There’s also risk of not providing friendship. It turns out loneliness is conta-

gious and not as private as we thought. Researchers from leading universities conducted a 10-year 
study of 5,100 people and their social contacts. They found that the emotion of loneliness can spread 
from one person to another as easily as a cold.14  The study recommends that society tend to those at 
the margins who transmit loneliness to others. A different study from Harvard and University of 
California, San Diego, showed that random acts of kindness can also be contagious.15 

In innovation, that lonely person can be “me.” Innovators are at the margins of organizations and 
populations. Clayton Christensen writes, 

“I think about 40 percent of people just are not going to be good at innovating regardless of 
what they do. And 5 percent are born with the instinct. There are things that they do and 
ways that they think that are intuitive. . . . What we found is that innovators, ‘think different,’ 
to borrow a slogan from Apple. And thinking differently leads them to acting differently.” 16 

 How innovators integrate work into the main group (a process that universally stirs up fear and 
anxiety) is negotiated partly by good clear processes and also by doing the things we do with other 
people: show respect, listen, communicate, care. 

Two types of relationships help us in innovation work: 

Friends of my mind: When Nobel prize-winner Toni Morrison describes “a friend of my 
mind,” in her book Beloved she wrote, “She is a friend of my mind. She gather me, man. 
The pieces I am, she gather them and give them back to me in all the right order.” 17 

What does it mean to be this kind of friend? When we are asked to change we need such friends to 
“play catch with.” That means working through life’s big questions such as “Who am I now…that I don’t 
have my health?’ or “Who am I now…that I have been asked to lead a new project?” When friends “play 
catch” with us we can mutually discover gifts in each other and dream bigger dreams. Our best friends 
also hold us accountable for good behavior. Finally, such friends, when nothing can be done, remind us 
that we are not alone or unloved.18 Examples of this friendship can be a relationship with a trusted 
mentor or two business people who become friends over time, such as Bill Gates and Warren Buffet, 
who eventually combined fortunes to pursue positive world change. In political movements there are 
influential friends, such as Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony. In recent literature there are 
the examples of J.R.R. Tolkien and C.S. Lewis, or in television, Oprah Winfrey and Gayle King.
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Relationships of common purpose: We form consensual relationships where an ex-
change of goods helps us flourish. In these relationships we do not open up more of our 
lives beyond simple exchanges of information, opportunities, goods or services. 

What are we looking for? Not friends who think like us. Look for people who think differently and 
have a generative spirit.19  When implementing a project we need people who are not so complicit in 
the current process that they can’t see clearly what needs to be done to get a new process in place. 
Because most people have a need to be liked and get along, we also need to realize that even these new 
people’s fresh ways may become complicit in “the way things are done” over time. We need friends who 
can tell us the truth and inspire us.

case study: innovation in a culture  
without a word for innovation
reflection: How has friendship helped you innovate? 

1. What excuses have you heard for why people can’t innovate?
2. Has a friend helped you gain clarity on a new project when the answers are not clear?
3. What do you do when something isn’t working?

What do people do out of respect and connection for innovation? They try. 

in Laos there’s not even a word for innovation in the language. We were asked to help a public health 
administrator facing steep challenges teach her team about innovation.  It was a concept wholly 

foreign to her directive culture where you tell people, even your driver, what you should do in clear 
steps. You do what you’re told.

She gathered her whole team, including her driver, to talk about innovation using materials we 
provided. The first discussion caused confusion. But the team did not give up. She reported back, “We 
don’t know what this is but we love our regional manager who tells us this is important. We will do it 
for this manager who we respect and admire.”

A second try was made, one equally frustrating. Again, they went back to the idea that they wanted 
to learn it because of their love for their manager. 

The third time they connected with a Thai group in their company that was also studying innova-
tion. The Thai group had translated the materials into Thai, with metaphors and language the Lao 
could understand much better than the materials translated from English. They Skyped into a session 
led by Thais. After that the Lao team seemed to have a more comfortable understanding the innovation 
process. How did the team leader know?

“I got in my car. Usually you tell the driver where to go street by street and they drive you that way. 
But this time the driver turned to me and said, ‘I’ve been thinking. For two years we’ve driven that way. 
I know a shorter route. May we try it?’”

Think of the time value of money. How much did two years of directive work cost to the team? Quite 
a lot in fuel and time. When the team did something out of respect and connection with their manager, 
they were able to make simple breakthroughs that helped unleash the human spirit.

In this humble driver’s action we find the fruits of the connection a team had with its regional 
manager. The regional manager served as a “friend of the mind,” and the Thai team addressed a specific 
purpose. Both types of friendship were needed for an important cognitive leap to occur.
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hospitality as sanctuary 
When our customers feel this sense of belonging, our stores become a haven, a break from  

the worries outside, a place where you can meet with friends. It’s about enjoyment  
at the speed of life—sometimes slow and savored, sometimes faster. Always full of humanity

– starbucks mission statement 20 

f or thousands of years, communities across the world provided sanctuary to those who needed 
short-term safety in a violent world. Today some religions still provide safe havens for individuals. 

Some municipal governments also extend safe havens, such as freedom from prosecution if a new 
mother drops off an unwanted newborn children at a fire station where it can be rescued safely, or a 
place to drop off weapons with no questions asked.

Safe havens addresses trust, a universally important part of letting people’s ideas flow. Humans in 
all cultures who are working on long-term creative endeavors work better when trust is high. We have 
yet to find a culture that works better over the long term with low trust. Violation of safe havens has 
been taboo and carries tough spiritual and social penalties.

Sanctuary for new ideas is an important part of mainstream innovation practice, it’s just not typi-
cally called “sanctuary” or “safe haven” though that is its intent. We seek to tie the concept to some-
thing profoundly safe and in doing so address the two types of fear that individuals bring into the room 
that prevent creative ideas from emerging.

Description: In innovation, a safe haven is a space set apart by rules about how we will together nurture 
ideas. People engage by using body language and actual language that supports an idea such as: “What I 
like about this idea is X?” or “What energizes you most when you are thinking about this and why?”  

From a neuroscience perspective, safe havens can send strong signals to calm the fear center of the 
brain. It sends a similar signal to the reward center that “good things can happen.”  When we use safe 
havens to generate ideas and absorb information, we activate different parts of our brain than when we 
evaluate ideas.21  (For instance, in safe havens we seek to activate association centers to help us absorbe 
information and connect ideas. These brain areas include the angular gyrus, supramarginal gyrus, and 
Wernicke’s area. We deactivate the lateral orbitofrontal cortex and anterior cingulated cortex which 
help us evaluate ideas.)

Some attitudes and phrases destroy innovation safe havens. Examples are, “Are you sure?,”  
“Write a full report and then I’ll consider it,” and “We tried that and it didn’t work in the past so it 
won’t work in the future.” This type of language is banned for a particular time during this safe-haven 
session. There will be time for critical judgment, when we activate our “evaluate” mindset.

How safe havens are built: The group can have some fun coming up with language that it sees as 
helpful and destructive for helping new ideas grow. Here are two ideas:

1.  What body language demonstrates that we want to nurture ideas?

2.  What body language demonstrates that we are dismissive of ideas?

3.  What language do we want to rule out in our safe haven?
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4.  What language do we want to encourage?

Why use “safe haven” or sanctuary language?  We want to be obvious and not obscure what we are 
doing. “Safe” and “sanctuary” language speaks to the heart in ways that other language (greenhouse, 
innovation room, idea center, Mind Labs, skunkworks) does not. Safety speaks to the core issue of fear.

f ear is not too strong a word and often top managers are oblivious to the fear their team members 
have and demonstrate, especially to people trained to spot innovation barriers. There are two 

sources of fear we confront when asking people to discuss different ways of addressing an issue and 
“safe” language speaks to both.

1. Team-based fear:

* Fear of losing face

* Fear of change

* Fear of losing my job when we start discussing new ways of being

* Fear of reprisals from my manager

* A lack of knowing “what is this group committed to becoming?”

2.   Fear from unresolved personal issues:

* Assumptions about how relationships work built by unhealthy relationships

* Health fears

* Past unaddressed emotional traumas

* A lack of knowing what “I am committed to becoming”

Examples of fear: 

1. Showing courage when the top manager is out of the room. We see evidence of this fear 
in facilitations when individuals show courage when the top manager is out of the room, 
and then retract their bold, often-true observations when the top manager returns. It is 
disheartening to see given that the team member’s observations are often the critical 
stepping stones to the future. 

2. Obliviousness and denial. We also have ample evidence of obliviousness to fear, and 
denial, what happens when facing the facts is just to terrible to do, so it’s not done. Both 
permeate organizations, and are intensified by managers who lack experience in dealing 
adequately with the human spirit.  

We need safe havens. Our experience consistently demonstrates that many teams agree to be 
satisfied with mediocre ideas (that their competitors will come up with as well) as long as they don’t 
have to confront the true barriers (personal or team-based) to breakthrough ideas on their team. The 
payoff for a team comes when people honestly address these fears with self-compassion. Yet we have 
found that defenses go up and that many people will prefer discomfort they can numb (through humor, 
eating, drinking, etc.) than confronting difficult truths, even if it means that the team’s future is lost in 
the process. After all, they can just get a new team if this team doesn’t work out. 

If a mission means enough, and if people can be aware of their own baggage and what team dynam-
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ics, safe havens can allow egos to relax and people’s full minds/hearts/spirits to work together.
We have found that safe havens for ideas are quite helpful in cultures where there has historically 

not been much safety for ideas. We worked with one of the most effective public health and develop-
ment providers in Cambodia. I asked the lead doctor, a native Cambodian, “What in your culture 
promotes innovation?” The answer:

 “Nothing. Cambodians do not innovate. We can’t explain what we do. For instance, we can make 
very good rice. Excellent rice in fact. But ask us how to do it and we cannot tell you.” 

Six weeks later the jubilant doctor reported that when employees were provided safe havens for 
their ideas, you couldn’t get some to stop generating ideas. In fact, some members of the team drove 
five hours each way just to attend a one hour session on innovation within a safe haven environment. 

And why not? The DNA of the people who built the incredible Angkor Wat is still in the people who 
survived the Khmer Rouge. This particular group longed to be “safe.”

practicing practicaL Wisdom
Critical thinking skills that we acquire from thinking, feeling and doing

In God we trust, everyone else must come with data. 
– infosys, “who we are” 22  

* * *
We must constantly strive to achieve the highest possible standards in our  

day-to-day work and in the quality of the goods and services we provide. 
– tata group core value 23 

t he innovation process asks us to use the right skill sets at the right time. When we’ve gathered 
available data and explored different options, we then need to evaluate our options and make 

decisions about the path forward.
At this time in the innovation process we try to “throw out bad ideas” and keep the good ones.24 

How we make the distinction between “useful” and “not-useful” can be painful especially to people 
who prefer to people who have just spent a lot of time generating options. 

As it turns out, we can’t create and critique at the same time. The latest in neuroscience shows that 
we actually use two different areas of our brain, and must deactivate one in order to activate our 
“evaluate” mindset. 

Definitions: When we make decisions about the path forward, we use two mindsets: “evaluate” and 
“reason.” As defined by Harvard psychologist Shelly Carson:

Evaluate: “Three factors that are necessary for creativity and innovation define the 
evaluate brainset: active judgment, focused attention, and impersonality. On its surface 
(and indeed in its underlying brain activation pattern) the evaluate brainset is the 
mirror opposite of the absorb brainset, which is nonjudgmental and defocused.” 25 
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t h e  l i m i t s  o F  t h e  “ r a t i o n a l”  p r o c e s s  F o r  d e c i s i o n - m a k i n g

A process for dealing with a challenge is important, and so is the recognition that 
in dealing with humans, process is incomplete given how humans work. A reason-
ing process is important and incomplete. However, we still have to act. How do we 
make our best decisions? 

We now have shelves of books dedicated to how smart people, using the rational 
mindset focused on observable cause-and-effect, come to the wrong conclusions. 

Here are a few examples:

*  Financial markets: Assets, such as houses, land, corporations, have long 
been converted into tradeable shares. Financial instruments called deriva-
tives were created to allow people to bet whether or not those assets would 
increase or decrease in value over time. These bets, made by exceptionally 
sophisticated and well-educated individuals, became a bigger market than 
the underlying assets that secured them, and also masked the instability of 
“what was going on” to create the original assets. The blurriness created by 
these instruments led very smart people to disastrous conclusions, includ-
ing US$39 billion in losses, and to the financial meltdown of the Mortgage 
Backed Securities market in the U.S. in 2008 and the European Union 
financial meltdown of 2011 and 2012.27  

*  Hand-washing in medical treatment: The lack of hand-washing can lead to 
bacterial infections. Two million Americans acquire an infection every year 
while in the hospital, and 90,000 of those patients die as a result.28 Part of 
the reason care givers do not wash their hands is psychological. Scientists 
found, “People in general—but health care professionals in particular—
suffer from cognitive biases that skew their judgment about risk. Research 
has shown, for example, that hospital workers maintain an “illusion of 
invulnerability.” They tend to be overconfident about their own immunity 
to germs, ignoring evidence that is threatening to their personal health or 
sense of well-being. In addition, their memories are often biased: They 
easily recall times when they didn’t wash but nevertheless avoided sickness, 
and they forget the instances when they did fall ill.” 29  [continued on next page]

Reason: “Three factors define the reason brainset: conscious and intentional control of 
thought processes, realism or practicality, and sequential processing.” 26 

Using areas of our brain that are different from those used to bring in new ideas we gather what we 
know, set criteria for judging ideas, judge the ideas, then plan the way forward. This section will discuss 
what the process looks like today, and show that it’s not that different from 800 years ago, with one 
important difference



What is different about the ancient practice: 

The ancient practice that ties the “evaluate” and “reason” brainsets together is called “phronesis.”  
It is a Greek concept translated best as “practical wisdom.” Practical wisdom is about learning the 
skill to navigate life’s decisions in a way that makes more of you. It’s gained by thinking, feeling,  
doing and reflecting on what you did, over and over again until they become habit. Because wisdom 
requires mastery of so many other skills, practical wisdom was considered the chariot of the virtues  
in classical philosophy. 

Today’s teams often have excellent resources for evaluating ideas as a team. This next section will 
show two short modern checklists from world-class thinkers used to help a team or individual move 
forward. We then compare the modern checklists to an ancient checklist to see what stands the test  
of time. 

Modern day checklists for good decisions: Smart business leaders do have good processes to help 
managers evaluate their options and decide on a path forward. Here’s an example of rules for a “perfect 
product launch” from a 2007 article about innovation at Steelcase, a hundred year old leader in furni-
ture manufacture, and onetime the parent company of IDEO, one of the world’s leading industrial 
design shops.32 

think: 

1. Ponder. Consider the problem, issue or project in question deeply on your own. . . . 
Question and challenge one another collegially.
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  [continued from previous page]

*  Emotional manipulation: When faced with tough decisions, some smart 
people choose to become angry or burst into tears in order to ask others to 
make tough decisions. This is not a wise long-term strategy as healthy, 
talented people wish to engage in healthy human relationships with adults 
who can solve problems productively.30  

*  Alien abduction: Harvard psychologist Susan Clancy studies the memory 
patterns of people who believe they have been abducted by aliens. As a rule, 
these people are well-functioning adults who held steady jobs and have the 
ability (and are in) good long-term relationships. She found that “abduc-
tion beliefs were an attempt to use reason to find the cause for unusual 
effects” including awaking in the morning to find strange marks and 
bruises on their bodies, unexplained feelings of terror and violation, and 
awakening to a sense of paralysis.31  

The reason process is critical to helping teams move forward. It is not perfect.  
We must be thoughtful in its application so we don’t find ourselves “logicked” into 
destructive places.
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2. Query. Make sure you and your team ask the right questions about the problem.

3. Read & research.

4. Network.

5. Document

set the point of view:

1. Conduct a collegial, open-minded discussion

2. Determine the direction

3. Assign an owner for the point of view.

4. Stay the course.

plan implementation:

1. Clarify, refine.

2. Consider all stakeholders.

3. Practice, practice, practice so everyone will perform perfectly at implementation

implement:

1. Select a spokesperson.

2. Play to win.

3. Celebrate the victory.

Lists like these are quite important and helpful with an overall process for decision making. 

here is another list to help an individual evaluate an idea. These steps are similar, and take into 
consideration that the steps need to activate the decision and judgment centers of the brain 

while deactivating the “me” self-evaluation brain circuit which links “me” with “the idea.” Harvard 
psychologist Shelly Carson offers this way for an individual to evaluate an idea:

1. Get some distance. Put aside the work for a few days before you evaluate it. You cannot 
be objective when you are recently emerging from the throes of creative engagement. . . . 

2. Evaluate your work with respect.

3. Don’t decide to throw out a work midway through the project.

4. Look at individual parts of your work.

5. Look at the work from the point of view of the audience. 

6. Be flexible.

7. Decide whether to consult others.

8. Be hard on your work, not yourself.33 
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An ancient checklist: These two lists are helpful, but there is ancient wisdom that affirms both lists 
and at the same time, provides a better map.

This list is roughly 800 years old and you will see that not much has changed. It’s the definition of 
prudence as compiled by Thomas Aquinas in the 1200s, the early Middle Ages:

1. Memoria: Accurate memory; that is, memory that is true to reality

2. Intelligentia: Understanding of first principles (or the most basic facts)

3. Docilitas: The kind of open-mindedness that recognizes the true variety of things 
and situations to be experienced, and does not cage itself in any presumption of decep-
tive knowledge; the ability to make use of the experience and authority of others to 
make prudent decisions. This would include the art of improvisation, an important 
element in teamwork where you build on each other’s ideas to help them become all 
they can be.

4. Shrewdness or quick-wittedness (solertia): sizing up a situation on one’s own quickly

5. Discursive reasoning (ratio): research and compare alternative possibilities

6. Foresight (providentia): capacity to estimate whether a particular action will lead to 
the realization of our goal

7. Circumspection: ability to take all relevant circumstances into account

8. Caution: risk mitigation

This list is surprisingly similar until you check its critical, underlying assumption. The assumption for 
this checklist is:

Each action I take should bring me closer to God’s heart.

In our modern, secular context we can think of each step we take as one that takes us towards flourish-
ing for the planet, people, and profit. When this is the intention, the way we make decisions and the 
eventual outcome (flourishing) both create meaning.

Why this makes a difference: Well-functioning teams can make effective decisions that destroy 
people, planet, and eventually, the team itself. We need these tools to be connected with a positive 
purpose or else smart people make excellent individual decisions that lead to terrible destruction. 

If we were to combine the three lists, it would look like this (italics used for Middle Ages wisdom):

1. assumption: All work will be done in a way that leads to flourishing (makes more 
of the team and community).

2. think: Solertia: Sizing up a situation on one’s own quickly

 * Intelligentia: Understand the most basic facts

 * Docilitas: recognizing true variety

 * Ratio: compare other situations carefully 

 * Network (this is hospitality and pilgrimage, which contributes to a good 
  environmental scan)



 * Memoria: memory that is true to reality

 * Take a rest between absorbing information and evaluating it to deactivate our
  absorption brain centers and activate our judgment centers.

3. set the point of view: Circumspection: take all relative circumstances into 
account

 * Have a respectful conversation where we differentiate between people and ideas.

 * Circumspection: take all relevant circumstances into account

 * Providentia: Estimate whether a particular action will lead to the realization of 
  the goal

 * Assign an owner for the point of view.

 * Stay the course. (This falls under “perseverance,” discussed in the next section.)

4.  plan implementation

 * Caution: risk mitigation; Memoria: accurate memory; Providentia: will this lead to 
  the realization of our goal? Docilitas: seeing the true variety of things

 * Circumspection: take into account all relevant circumstances

 * Practice, practice. 

5. implement:

 * Select a spokesperson.

 * Play to win. (Discussed here as perseverance)

 * Celebrate the victory. (See perseverance)

Referring to the chart on the next page, notice that the first three sections overlap almost completely to 
what used to be called “prudence” and the last is part perseverance and part prudence. The main 
difference is that the list associated with prudence was tied to a goal that was “to flourish.” 

What do we learn when we use this more ancient way of looking at things?

1. Some ancient practices reliably anticipate almost all the latest science about “how 
we work.” 

2. It provides a useful way to structure our decisions. 

3. Ancient wisdom is rooted in our purpose and well-being, though the way society 
thinks about its well-being has changed (from God-focused to flourishing focused).

4. While it’s great to have scientific confirmation, we may not need an MIT Human 
Dynamics Laboratory to tell us this is how humans work.  

When we use the ancient practices, it’s just not a fair fight.

Finally, these ancient steps, though they look a lot alike the modern steps, require a person perform 
them with excellence. The work is not being performed just to please a stakeholder, but out of joy, to 
help make the person more excellent. As John Ruskin said, “The highest reward for a man’s toil is not 
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ThInk: 

1.  Ponder. consider the 
problem, issue or 
project in question 
deeply on your own. . . . 
Question and 
challenge one another 
collegially.

2.  Query. Make sure you 
and your team ask the 
right questions about 
the problem.

3.  read & research.

4.  network.

5.  Document.

seT The PoInT  
of vIew:

1.  conduct a collegial, 
open-minded 
discussion.

2.  Determine the 
direction.

3.  assign an owner for 
the point of view.

4.  stay the course.

Plan  
IMPleMenTaTIon:

1.  clarify, refine.

2.  consider all 
stakeholders.

3.  Practice, practice, 
practice, so everyone 
will perform perfectly 
at implementation.

IMPleMenT:

1.  select a spokesperson.

2.  Play to win.

3.  celebrate the victory.

1. assuMPTIon: all work will 
be done in a way that leads to 
flourishing (makes more of the
team and community).

2. ThInk: solertia: sizing up a 
situation on one’s own quickly

*  Intelligentia: understand the 
most basic facts

*  Docilitas: recognizing true 
variety

*  ratio: compare other 
situations carefully 

*  network (this is hospitality and
 pilgrimage, which contributes to a 

good environmental scan)

*  Memoria: memory that is true 
to reality

*  Take a rest between absorbing 
information and evaluating it 
to deactivate our absorption 
brain centers and activate our 
judgment centers.

3. seT The PoInT of vIew: 
circumspection: take all relative 
circumstances into account

*  have a respectful conversation 
where we differentiate 
between people and ideas.

*  circumspection: take all 
relevant circumstances into 
account

*  Providentia: estimate whether 
a particular action will lead to 
the realization of the goal

*  assign an owner for the point 
of view.

*  stay the course. (This falls
 under “perseverance,” discussed 

in the next section.)

4. Plan IMPleMenTaTIon

* caution: risk mitigation; 
Memoria: accurate memory; 
Providentia: will this lead to 
the realization of our goal? 
Docilitas: seeing the true 
variety of things

*  circumspection: take into 
account all relevant 
circumstances

*  Practice, practice. 

5. IMPleMenT:

*  select a spokesperson.

*  Play to win. (Discussed here 
 as perseverance)

*  celebrate the victory. 
 (see perseverance)

1.  Get some distance. 
Put aside the work  
for a few days before 
you evaluate it. You 
cannot be objective 
when you are recently 
emerging from the 
throes of creative 
engagement. . . . 

2.  evaluate your work 
with respect.

3.  Don’t decide to throw 
out a work midway 
through the project.

4.  look at individual 
parts of your work.

5.  look at the work from 
the point of view of 
the audience. 

6.  Be flexible.

7.  Decide whether to 
consult others.

8.  Be hard on your work, 
not yourself.

assuMPTIon: actions 
should move us closer to 
God.

Memoria: accurate 
memory; that is, memory 
that is true to reality

Intelligentia: under-
standing of first 
principles (or the most 
basic facts)

Docilitas: The kind of 
open-mindedness that 
recognizes the true 
variety of things and 
situations to be 
experienced, and does 
not cage itself in any 
presumption of 
deceptive knowledge; 
the ability to make use of 
the experience and 
authority of others to 
make prudent decisions. 
This would include the 
art of improvisation, an 
important element in 
teamwork where you 
build on each other’s 
ideas to help them 
become all they can be.

shrewdness or 
quick-wittedness 
(solertia): sizing up a 
situation on one’s own 
quickly

Discursive reasoning 
(ratio): research and 
compare alternative 
possibilities

foresight (providentia): 
capacity to estimate 
whether a particular 
action will lead to the 
realization of our goal

circumspection: ability 
to take all relevant 
circumstances into 
account

caution: risk mitigation

BusIness
2007

coMBIneD lIsT
2012

PsYcholoGY
2010

PhIlosoPhY
1265-1274

g u i d e s  t o  m a k i n g  g o o d  d e c i s i o n s  s u m m a r y
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practicing perseverance
To persist in an undertaking despite setbacks

Be passionate and determined. 
– zappos core family value # 9 35  

* * *
In the pharmaceutical industry . . . a company’s future is only as good as its R&D. . . .  

In my experience, the key differentiator between success and failure in pharmaceutical  
R&D is not so much the knowledge, or expertise of a company’s research  

(although, of course that is important), as it is the level of their personal engagement  
and motivation especially in the face of unforeseen obstacles and setbacks

– fred hassan, chairman of the board of pharmaceutical baush + lomb 36 

* * *
Deliver on promises; continuously develop sound expertise, demonstrate commercial  

awareness and customer orientation, strive for simplification and clarity, and  
focus on value-adding activities, act decisively and be loyal to decisions, show dedication  

and endurance, follow through and pay attention to important details.37

– norway’s statoil core value “hands-on” 

do we have the inner strength and energy to see a project through, despite the many hurdles it will 
face?

Despite such a strong focus on “getting things done,” and with important resources at stake, the gift 
of perseverance is still an ancient mystery. Why does one person finish a task and another not finish the 
same task? The question of internal motivation has been pondered for thousands of years with the 
conclusion, “Being able to finish a project is a gift that not everyone gets.” 38 

Today we still don’t have a satisfactory answer to the question of how people get or lack passion, and 
passion is still required to invent the future. 

For those have such passion, ancient wisdoms and new studies emphasize the importance of help-
ing people see their progress. 

The modern approach: A landmark study published in Harvard Business Review by Theresa Amabile 
and Steven Kramer on “the progress principle.” The study reviewed 12,000 individual diary entries by 
executives across seven companies and 273 individuals regarding their innovation journeys. The study 
produced a useful diary sheet to help managers track progress towards meaningful goals. The recom-
mendations: help people make progress towards meaningful goals by reducing barriers to accomplish-
ing the work (such as unresolved conflict, lack of clarity about the goal, etc.) and nurturing people’s 
sense of being able to accomplish their goals through encouragement, resources, autonomy, a sense of 
respect, and a sense of support. The article won “idea of the year.” This study affirms wisdom that has 
been tested for thousands of years about how humans work when faced with a daunting challenge to 
create something new.

It’s a simple tool with remarkable insight, boiled down into an easy-to-use format. We try to use it, 
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and also when we are working with others, offer it to them. Unfortunately, we don’t find people using it, 
though it’s direct and helpful. We have it on our own desks and don’t use it very often (it’s a daily 
exercise). Why not, when it will help us? 

* Are we stubborn? 

* Do we overestimate our own abilities to get things done and underestimate the   
 obstacles? 

* Do we rush past “what is going on” so we can be more efficient?

Yes, yes, and yes. 

How do we begin to see our progress using ancient practices?

We go back to basics. We use our awareness tools to understand what is going on, how things are 
interconnected, and we try respond with gratitude (not passivity). We also must trust ourselves 

that just because something isn’t done, doesn’t mean we will not follow through.
Interconnectedness is about seeing how things work together. This includes the pace at which things 

change, in addition to the actual changes.  
Corporate strategist Kaihan Krippendorf’s book The Way of Innovation, maps Buddhist, Hindu, and 

Confucian spiritual wisdom to the innovation process.  His insights and applications of these insights 
within major corporations have helped Wal-Mart, Microsoft, and Johnson & Johnson. He discusses the 
emotional patience required for new projects: 

“Buddhist philosophy says that before you can enjoy fruit, first a seed must sprout. From  
the sprout comes a sapling, then a trunk, then a branch, then a flower, and finally fruit. 
Similarly, for innovations to bear fruit, you must sow several seeds and patiently help 
them grow.  If you only measure your innovation in terms of fruit, you appear to be making 
no progress because while your seeds grow into saplings and trees, your fruit count  
remains zero. Unless you understand the progress you are making, you will give up.” 39

Gratitude, an important mindset, helps us have compassion on ourselves and our progress to date. 
Once we start thinking about everything that has just gone into the process to get us to where we are 
now, we are often amazed that so much has worked out so well. Seeing the progress can help us reduce 
our anxiety about what has not happened yet, that we want to have happen.

We also need to trust ourselves that we have evidence that we do and can get things done, even 
though they are not completed yet. Where we sense red flags, we need to become aware of those chal-
lenges and address them, often showing flexibility in our approach. This is not passivity. This is how 
meet the world where it is and move forward.

These ancient practices are mundane, but so is training for a marathon, or practicing scales. They 
are what we can do every day so that when we are faced with innovation, we have the tools, the calm 
center, and a sense of what a joyful, flourishing life looks like. We can run the innovation race quickly 
and with energy, not being diverted from our goal by less-worthy engagements that make less of us.
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case study : patience and the paleontologist
reflection: Consider a tough challenge you faced that took a long time to resolve. 

1.  How many meaningful projects that you have been involved in have taken longer than you thought 
they would? What does this data show you about your ability to estimate the time needed to complete 
a meaningful project?

2.  What stories do you tell yourself when results take longer to achieve than the team anticipated? 
Where are these stories accurate? Where are they not accurate?

3.  When you are faced with setbacks, what behavior do you aspire to? (e.g. patience, force the  
situation, efficiency, etc.)

4.  Do you have role models you who have dealt with setbacks? What behaviors do you want to e 
mulate? Would those behaviors be counterproductive in different circumstances?

5.  What phrases, songs, or dances help you make it through the tough times?  

patience requires a judgment call. One needs to know what can be done with the existing situation, 
and “What I can do.”  To do less, is to shirk one’s duty. In ancient Christian confessions, one prays 

in the same sentence for forgiveness for things “we have done, and for things we have left undone.”
So when should we wait? There are some things that only happen with time, such as healing and 

attitudes changing. Skin your knee, and the skin rebuilds though it has its own pace. We wish it would grow 
faster. But yelling at your knee to get better faster is not practical. The cells grow on their own timetables. 

The paleontologist and Jesuit Pierre Teilhard de Chardin helped with significant Chinese excavations in 
the 1920s. His work the discovery of Peking Man, the dawn of the universe, and other geological issues 
varied with the doctrine of his religious order and the Roman Catholic Church. His own people forced him 
to stop teaching or writing on philosophical subjects, and eventually refused to let him live in France where 
he’d been born and had hoped to die. He was given important honors and lectureships only to have his 
order cancel or refuse them. His church forbade publication of his important treatises during his lifetime.

After de Chardin died, his work did emerge, becoming influential in the Catholic church reform 
movement. A half-century after his death, Pope Benedict praised elements of de Chardin’s work.40 

Here is how this scientist made sense of the waiting:

pat i e n t  t r u st
by Pierre Teilhard De Chardin

Above all, trust in the slow work of God
We are quite naturally impatient in everything  
to reach the end without delay. 
We should like to skip the intermediate stages. 
We are impatient of being on the way to something  

unknown, something new. 
And yet it is the law of progress  

that it is made by passing through  
some states of instability— 
and that it may take a very long time.
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And so I think it is with you; 
Your ideas mature gradually—let them grow, 

let them shape themselves, without undue haste.
Don’t try to force them on,  

as though you could be today what time  
(that is to say, grace and circumstances  
acting on your own good will)  
will make of you tomorrow.

Only God could say what this new spirit  
gradually forming within you will be. 

Give Our Lord the benefit of believing  
that his hand is leading you,  
and accept the anxiety of feeling yourself  
in suspense and incomplete. 

summary

t his paper series began by discussing four recent movements in innovation. Part I outlined 
today’s challenge to help teams:

1. Address complexity and competition, and

2. Make meaning.

Part II discussed three overlooked and critical aspects of innovation: awareness, the worthy goal, 
and how to set good foundations. Getting these three parts of the innovation process right addresses 
today’s innovation challenge and can have positive benefits for an integrated, healthy person’s life.

Part III found us in familiar innovation territory. Much innovation literature and processes are 
devoted to helping people come up with ideas, evaluate ideas, and turn ideas into reality. We connected 
the dots between venerated spiritual practices and business innovation practices: pilgrimage, hospital-
ity, practical wisdom, and perseverance. This integration helps us to practice the same behavior we 
venerate at work and at home.

An Innovation Blessing from Leonardo da Vinci

We started with the Latin word innovation, innovare, which means “to make new.” According to 
dictionary.com the term first appeared in the 1500s, a few years after the great Leonardo da Vinci 
died. It came during the Renaisaance, a time of a great societal upheaval.

It was da Vinci who said, “Poor is the student who does not exceed the master.”  We owe it to our-
selves to invert a blessing from one who did more than most to show that there can be delight, joy and 
flourishing even while innovating in violent world. Let us end with da Vinci’s inverted blessing:

“Blessed is the student who exceeds the master.”

 May you be blessed. 
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innovation abbey, an affiliate practice of Forge Advisors, is an advisory network specializing in 
innovation with great leaders. We engage in custom innovation projects around the world to help 
people and their enterprises flourish. Our approach pairs the science of innovation with deep wisdom 
about how people work. We humanize the innovation process with our partners, whether they’re youth 
leaders in East Africa; Austin space-flight cowboys; international bankers; or bishops in far-off places. 

We work on a fee basis to develop structures, processes, insights, and behaviors that form a sustain-
able and credible innovation platform to deliver real results.

 The world is not what it should be. Let’s make it better.

forge advisors, a unique international business consulting firm. We play dual roles of advising 
clients in improving their businesses performance and, where requested, actively assist in executing 
critical strategic, financial, and operational initiatives.

why forge is distinct: The Forge difference derives from our commitment to ensuring that 
all of our partners and senior consultants have substantive line management experience combined 
with blue-chip consulting backgrounds from firms such as McKinsey & Co., Monitor, Bain, and BCG. 
This enables us to combine systematic consulting methodologies and rigorous analytics with our 
understanding of the day-to-day challenges faced by senior executives to translate our recommenda-
tions into pragmatic and effective business solutions. Ultimately, we must deliver results and value 
which often requires answering not just “What” to do, but “How” to do it. Often, our clients ask us to 
help execute. This is the Forge difference.

business strategy
Business Planning
Operational Efficiency and Business Process Design
Marketing and Market Research
New Product/Service Development and Launch
Business Incubation 

our clients:
Our principals have served global blue chip & high growth clients across various industries achieving 
measurable impact.
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 services we offer to engage in phase four innovation
innovation lectures, workshops & retreats
Our teams work both on and off-site to deliver powerful experiences designed to speak to the challeng-
es of Phase Four innovation which require we engage the human spirit as the root cause of innovation.

executive coaching
Our team members have extensive C-suite coaching experience, some for more than 25 years within 
Fortune 50 contexts. 

custom innovation programs
Our teams provide custom innovation programs to deliver real value. We work with you on developing 
the right structures, processes, values, and insights for your own cultures. We offer training sessions 
and facilitation.

strategic management consulting
Beyond new product development, our strategic management work helps set and scale business 
strategies to deliver bottom-line-oriented results.

social strategy and online visibility
Our team can help you engage like-minded communities worldwide through our extensive networks, 
social media, and direct conduits to the media (offline and online) for optimal audience reach.
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