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s I settled in at thirty thousand feet, I noticed the young
Awoman seated next to me slowly scanning a brochure. I
discreetly tried to see what she was reading. The brochure ad-
vertised a seminar titled “New Watercolor Techniques for a
Digital Environment.”

I was keenly interested. I work in fine art. I am also a graphic
artist, and I often work in a digital environment. The idea of
mixing fine art with digital art piqued my curiosity.

The woman read the first page, then flipped to the second,
then went back to page one. She turned the paper over and
viewed the back, then opened it again and read the center sec-
tion. As she made her way through the brochure a fifth time, I
caught a glimpse of her photo.

Surprised, I started to say something, excited at the pos-
sibility of a rich conversation about art. The look on her face
stopped me. Her expression was numb. As her hands massaged
the brochure, her eyes and mind were somewhere else.

I glanced over again, careful not to stare. What were her
thoughts? Was she nervous about the seminar? The brochure
caught my attention once more; this time I noticed the date.
She was returning; the seminar was over.

A wave of sympathy swept over me as I thought of ways
the event could have been a disaster for her. I remembered
times when I had boarded a plane excited about the scheduled
engagement, only to return home deflated by the experience.
Finally I spoke.
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“You're an artist?”

She woke from her reverie and smiled at me. “Yes, I am,”
she replied.

“I noticed your photo on the brochure.”

“Yes.”

“So how did it go?”

She perked up. “It went really well.”

“Great!” I said.

She came alive for the next few minutes as she shared how
the seminar had exceeded her expectations and how she had
helped most of the participants move their painting competen-
cies forward.

She told me about new techniques she had discovered and
explained the processes that led her to these discoveries. It was
fun to see how excited she was.

“This is great stuff” I told her. “You've already helped me
with my own work. But I'm a little confused. Before we began
our conversation, you seemed upset, maybe unsure. Did some-
thing happen that caused you to question the success of the
seminar?”

“Well . . .” She glanced again at the brochure.

“Do you mind my asking what happened?”

After a pause, she began. “The fact is, for about 90 percent
of the participants, our time together was a process of learning.
They came expecting to learn. And almost all of them were
excited to share their own techniques, too.

“But I was not prepared for the other 10 percent. These
people expected me to deliver a ‘checklist/bullet-point/how-to
plan’ on watercolor painting. It caught me by surprise, and it
distracted me from much of what I'd planned to do.

“They didn’t want me to help them become artists. It was
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more like they expected me to teach them how to manufacture
art. I don’t even know what that means.”

I knew her confusion all too well.

When [ was a boy, I started showing an interest in art. My
parents often found me with pencil and paper, drawing anything
and everything I could bring to mind. The front of the refrigera-
tor door filled quickly with pieces [ had completed.

I remember one Christmas in particular when I experienced
the same disappointment that puzzled this young teacher. Be-
cause I had started to show a growing competency in art, my fam-
ily encouraged me by giving me supplies and instructional books.

The more presents I opened, the more excited I became.

“They expected me to teach them how to
manufacture art. I don’t even know what

that means.”

My expectations ran high when we arrived at Grandma’s
house. In her own way my grandmother was an artist. I just knew
Grandma would give me presents selected with the wisdom
and insight of a fellow artist!

The first gift came: brushes. Then the second: a large, rectan-
gular box. I couldn’t suppress my excitement. This would be the
gift that would set me on the path of Artist. | unwrapped that
present like a ravenous dog devouring a bowl of food, all the
while composing in my mind the wonderful acceptance speech
I would give to honor this gift and my hopeful future.

And then, there it was: a paint-by-numbers kit. I was shocked

into silence.
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Grandma kept looking at me as only grandmothers can, eyes
full of love, a voice full of tenderness: “Now you can paint
beautiful paintings.”

Beautiful paintings! What did she think of the ones I had
already done? Weren't they beautiful? Weren't they art? Her
gift told me that in her mind I was no artist at all. I was just a
little boy trying on a new hobby. Maybe if I could learn to follow
somebody else’s plan, I could produce “beautiful paintings.”

It is not true that an artist is someone who manufactures
art. An artist is someone who enables art to emerge from a
canvas—someone who has the strengths, competencies, and

patience to bring that miracle into being.

An artist is someone who enables art to

emerge fTOWl a canvas.

Art is not formulaic, like a paint-by-numbers kit. It has life.
It is viewed and appreciated. It moves and inspires. It invites
participation, intermingling its own story with those of its
observers.

Some of the participants in the young woman’s seminar be-
lieved that art could be created through an assembly line, master
plan approach. They focused on the result, not on the becoming.
They likely produced something more craft than art.

When it comes to our own lives, we want to be works of
art—individually created and unique. We are living beings, and
living beings cannot be manufactured on an assembly line, like
a paint-by-numbers kit. Our souls long to be nourished with
the life that emerges from becoming.

Shaping an environment where people naturally connect is
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In musical compositions,
so long as we hear merely single tones, we do not hear music.
Hearing music depends on the reception of the in-between of the tones,

of their placing and of their spacing.

In writing, a knowledge of spelling has nothing to do with an
understanding

of poetry.

Equally, a factual identification of colors within a given painting
has nothing to do with a sensitive seeing

nor with an understanding of the color action within the painting. . . .

Qur concern is the interaction of color; that is, seeing

what happens between colors. . . .

Colors present themselves in continuous flux, constantly related to

changing neighbors and changing conditions.'

—Josef Albers, Interaction of Color

more like creating art than manufacturing a product. It marks
a major shift: from programming community (i.e., following a
master plan) to using principles of organic order to develop an
environment where community can emerge.

Organic community has the human complexities that
promote artistry over mechanics. In our worship of “how-to”
pragmatism, we have in some cases treated the church as an
object and programmed the life out of it. It would do us well
to remember that our job is to help people with their lives
rather than build infrastructures that help institutions stay alive.
Sometimes we focus so much on building a “healthy church”
that we forget to tend to the health of people.

Healthy environments are vital—alive. They are not inani-

9
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mate—dead. When places encourage community to emerge
spontaneously, they have motion, emotion, and a living spirit.
The goal is not to manufacture community, nor is the goal to
build programs. The hope is to watch living community emerge
naturally and to collaborate with its environment in helpful,
healthy ways.

The difference between a paint-by-numbers kit and the blank
canvas of an artist is the difference between master plan and
organic order. In short, master plan tries to manufacture life,

whereas organic order is an invitation to live.

Master Plan: Community Based on Programming

By “master plan,”  mean a specific kind of plan. I'm not sug-
gesting we throw out plans or planning, just master planning.
Master plans describe a specific color and numbering system and
then instruct you to paint inside the lines. Master plans intend
to control the future. Master plans provide specific answers to
future questions that have not yet been asked—that may never
be asked. A master plan does not allow for flexibility, uncertainty,

or serendipity—ingredients of the “aha” moment.

Master plans intend to control the future.

A master plan is an adopted instrument of policy intended
to control individual acts. Architect Christopher Alexander and
his colleagues, in their landmark book The Oregon Experiment,
describe the master plan of a city in this way: it is “intended to
coordinate the many hundreds of otherwise independent acts
of building.”? It is an attempt to infuse an environment with a

controlled system.

10
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As such, a master plan is often a welcome friend.

With a master plan, the future seems safe, less messy, less
chaotic. People settle in and obey the master plan, trusting that
it will bring a future unburdened by anxieties and complexities.
They are often disappointed.

Again, Christopher Alexander and company:

[T]he existence of a master plan alienates the users. . . . After
all, the very existence of a master plan means, by definition,
that the members of the community can have little impact
on the future shape of their community, because most of the
important decisions have already been made. In a sense, under
a master plan people are living with a frozen future, able to
affect only relatively trivial details. When people lose the sense
of responsibility for the environment they live in, and realize
that they are merely cogs in someone else’s machine, how can
they feel any sense of identification with the community, or any
sense of purpose there?

Second, neither the users nor the key decision makers can

visualize the actual implications of the master plan.?

Those developing the master plan freeze their hopes for the
future in the plan. This is not a vicious act. Indeed, those devel-
oping the master plan are likely to see it as a generous act—the
gift of passing on their team’s wisdom, spirit, and hope.

However, the plan was created in the present, which will
soon become the past, and so the plan straitjackets those who
will use it in the future. Master plans might work if we had the
ability to foresee the future, but we do not. We barely know
what we know today, let alone tomorrow.

A master plan “can create a totality, but not a whole. It can
create totalitarian order, but not organic order,” write the authors

of The Oregon Experiment.* Master plans “are too rigid; they
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cannot easily adapt to the natural and unpredictable changes
that inevitably arise in the life of a community.”> Master plans
and “totalitarian order” may be appropriate when it comes to
manufacturing cars, refrigerators, and other inanimate objects.
Vehicles produced by master plans are more economical, easier
to maintain, and less expensive to repair than an exotic, hand-
built one-off.

But developing something with life, such as community,
requires the flexibility of organic order.

Living things yearn for wholeness, not for totality.

Organic Order: Community Based on Environment

Essentially, master plans are maps that mix things that al-
ready exist with things that “ought” to exist. Master plans use
the language of “ought” and “should,” language that points to
the future in a rigid, predetermined way. The problem is that
“ought” and “should” are often interpreted to mean “must!” This
future—the plan—must be protected and preserved.

Master plans embalm embryos; they are a form of cryogen-
ics.

Organic order, on the other hand, does not use a language of
“oughts” and “shoulds.” It presents a language of possibilities.

When people are planning a new initiative (at church, for
example), they often start with the question “Where are we
headed?” This question prompts a point-to-point totalitarian
master plan of the future. The question “Where are we headed?”
is always answered with some form of “There!”

From this question we develop a plan that is both too precise
and not precise enough.® It is too precise because it describes

the future in specific detail, as a point or place. Our plan says,

12
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“This is what the future will look like, and this is where we
will end up if we follow this plan.” At the same time, the plan
is not precise enough because it cannot deliver the guidance
necessary to answer questions as yet unasked, but which in-

evitably will arise.

Master plans embalm embryos; they are a

form of cryogenics.

When we plan, it is helpful to begin with a horizon in view
instead of a specific point. This is a more organic concept of
planning for the future. It is not very helpful to speak in terms
of going from “here” to “there,” because we as living creatures
need the freedom to end up somewhere else.

Besides, in my experience, there is hardly ever better than
here.

“Begin with the end in mind,” we hear people say. This is
totalitarian fantasy. How many times have you arrived at the
place you planned to go only to find an uncertainty you did
not expect?

Take Kip, for example. He is in every way a conspicuous suc-
cess. Married to his high school sweetheart for thirty years, Kip
retired at fifty-five, and he and his wife have seen much of the
world. Their two boys finished near the top of their classes at
Ivy League schools; one is a physician and the other is a lawyer.
Kip followed his plan—he made it.

And yet there he sat, in my office, bewildered and asking
questions—big questions.

“What do you say to a man,” Kip asked, “who has everything

he wants except the one thing he wants most?”
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As we puzzled through his question, it became clear that
Kip knew where he was going, but it never occurred to him
that this “where” may not deliver the “what” he was looking for.
Kip had found totality but not wholeness.

When planning a new initiative, I prefer to ask, “What are
we hoping for?” Your answer to this question, whatever it might
be, will serve as an organic guide. Most likely, the answer will
allow enough flexibility to deal with future questions as they
emerge and the guiding principles to answer those questions

more effectively.

Our focus should be on the journey,

not the destination.

“Where are we headed?” is a destination-based question.
“Where” necessitates that we respond with a place or point.
“What are we hoping for?”is a journey-based question. “What”
asks for an answer that will help with the journey—where-ever
it may take us. “What” also helps us recognize the substance
of the journey, not merely the direction or destination of the
journey. We often have little control over precise direction. We
do have some control over the substance of the journey.

In golf, when learning to putt well, you first concentrate
on how fast and how far the ball travels (the journey) when
you strike it with the putter. Direction and destination are
secondary to getting a feel for the speed and distance of a
putt. You have some control over how hard you hit the ball.
You don’t have precise control over the ball’s direction or
destination. There are too many variables: the grain of the

grass, footprints from other players, minute clumps of sand,
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undetected undulation in the surface of the green, wind, and
so on.

When you understand speed and distance, your understand-
ing of direction and destination will follow. Even then, an ex-
cellent putt does not always go into the cup. Tiger Woods has
commented many times that he was putting well, but “they
just didn’t go in the hole.”

Our focus should be on the journey, not the destination.
When planning for organic community, the question that will
move us forward is “What are we hoping for?” not “Where are
we headed?”

It is a search for wholeness, not for totalitarian order.

This is not a call for “come what may” leadership and min-
istry. There is a difference between being organic and seeking
organic order. It is the difference between an infant’s response
to her body’s need to release waste and her father’s need to
do the same. If her father were to respond to this need in a
strictly organic way, he too would need diapers. Thankfully he
has developed an order for an organic process.

“Eliminating the [master] plan is not a call for chaos,” writes
Christopher Alexander and his collaborators. “Rather it is an
attempt to overcome the difficulties inherent in this way of
ordering the environment: the impossibility of making accurate
predictions about the future needs and resources; the ignorance
of the more minute relationships between places [and people]
which are not prescribed in the plan; the insensitivity of the
plan to the ongoing needs of users; and the alienating quality
of the plan as an administrative device.””

It is not enough to simply become more organic. Seek or-
ganic order.

For example, I'm not asking you to dismantle your small

group program. | am asking you to rethink using small groups
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as the master plan for people’s lives. As I explain in The Search
to Belong, 1 like small groups. I question, however, the manner
in which they are promoted and structured. At their best, small
groups supply an organic-ordered environment for some people
in some seasons of their lives to grow their sense of healthy
community and belonging. At their worst, small groups deliver
a manufactured environment that is promoted for all people
and for every season of life.

Alexander writes the following about architectural master
plans, but the same is true for people: “The master plan seems
to suggest that the buildings [people] which fill in the slots can
have any shape at all. It does not specify the critical relationships
which buildings [people] must have in common, to make them
functioning members of the same family.”

In my book The Search to Belong, I call for practitioners to
make the shift from programmer (master planner) to envi-
ronmentalist (one who follows the principles of organic order
to create and shape environments). I have spoken with many
who are intrigued by this call, but questions emerge: “What
guidelines can you use as an environmentalist?” “How do you
measure success?” This book, Organic Community, provides a
framework for a mental and practical shift. It is intended for
those who daringly make the move to environmentalist.

Nine organizational tools will help you discover whether

If people cannot even understand the concrete and human implications of
a master plan after studying it, then it is extremely dangerous and foolish
to rely on such a plan as a guide to future development. Whatever tool is

used to guide development must be a tool which people can understand in

concrete and human terms, and in terms of their everyday experience.’
—Christopher Alexander and others,
The Oregon Experiment
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you are following a master plan approach or an organic order

approach. The chart below contrasts the two approaches.

Master Plan Organic Order
Organizational Tool (Programmer) (Environmentalist)
Patterns Prescriptive Descriptive
Participation Representative Individual
Measurement Bottom Line Story
Growth Bankrupt Sustainable
Power Positional Revolving
Coordination Cooperation Collaboration
Partners Accountability Edit-ability
Language Noun-centric Verb-centric
Resources Scarcity Abundancy

Discover with me how shifting from a master plan under-
standing to an organic order approach can help create environ-
ments where people naturally connect—indeed become—organic

community.
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he project was running late—months late. Four thousand
Tpages needed to be written and produced by May 15. We
were supposed to begin manuscript development in December.
Here it was, end of February, and we still had no go-ahead. We
knew that the project had not been killed; it still had the May 15
deadline. But our attempts to persuade the client to move the
project forward were not producing results.

The client had assigned four individuals to the project. Each
person had given us his or her direction as to what we were to
do. There were multiple discrepancies among each set of instruc-
tions. It was obvious that none of the individuals had shared
any information among themselves, even though their cubicles
were merely yards apart. Whom should we believe?

We were having a difficult time figuring out who held power
over this project. So we looked to the client’s organizational chart
for assistance. Surely Jane will make the decision, we thought.

Well, Jane did make the decision, but none of her four “direct
reports” acted on her instruction. Ultimately, we chose a course
of action and moved forward with the project. The project was
telling us—screaming at us, in fact—to assume power over it.
Had we not done so, the project would never have gotten off
the ground, much less been completed by its due date.

Master plan tries to deliver power through position. A per-
son is set into a position on an organizational chart and given

control, authority, jurisdiction, permission-granting rights, and
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influence. He or she is trained in how to use these tools to
achieve the master plan.

It is an assumption, however, that position clearly indicates
where power lies. It isn’t reality. If power were derived solely
from position, why would we need to “learn the ropes”? Learn-
ing the ropes is a metaphor for our struggle to figure out the
relationships within a group or organization—its formal and
informal power structure. We try to discern the “politics” of a
situation, mostly out of our need for self-protection and our

desire to retain a level of power ourselves.

If power were derived solely from position,

why would we need to “learn the ropes”?

If position truly held all power, it would be clear from day
one how we should behave, to whom we should listen, and in
what channels we should maneuver. We wouldn’t need to ask,
“What positions hold power?” “What is the organizational path
to obtain power?” or “Who is the leader?”

Master plan values the position itself. Organic order values
the person more than the position.

Positions have no place of permanent importance with or-
ganic order. Rather, organic order sees individuals as people who
take on roles. These roles move the project forward and carry a
revolving understanding of power. Organic order asks, “Who is
now the steward of power?” and “Who is now leading?”

In a framework of revolving power, there is no dominant
member. Like the dynamic game, Rock, Paper, Scissors, no one

element stands as permanent leader. Rock smashes Scissors.
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A positional understanding of power A revolving understanding of power

Scissors cut Paper. Paper covers Rock. This revolving understand-
ing of power gives flow to the game and makes it competitive
(and interesting’).

Sometimes it is difficult for us to envision what this concept
looks like in a business or church setting. So let’s examine it in
a context with which most of us are very familiar: marriage.

In contemporary Western culture, marriage is generally ex-
pected to be a joint, balanced, shared experience. We tend to
judge a marriage in which decisions are made solely on the
basis of position (“I am the husband” or “I am the wife”) to be
off-kilter. In fact, we would suspect deep-rooted problems in
such a marriage, if not in each partner. We may wonder if abuse
exists in the relationship.

We understand that in marriage, certain roles need to be
fulfilled. Paying bills, caring for the children, generating income,
meeting each partner’s sexual needs—all of these “functions”
need to be taken care of. We carry out these roles based on
who has the competencies and can best fulfill that role at that
moment in time.

This spirit of revolving power gives health to the relationship
and a solid foundation on which to build the future.

There are three keys to encouraging organic order’s spirit

of revolving power:

21



organic community

¢ The project holds the power
¢ Focus on the whole

¢ Cross-helping

The Project Holds the Power

One would think that an environment that displays positional
power more clearly than almost any other would be that of the
armed forces. And it does.

Except when it comes to the reality of the battlefield.

The March 20, 2006, issue of Newsweek tells the story of US
Navy Lieutenant Commander Richard Jadick, who volunteered
to serve as a combat surgeon in Iraq. He accompanied the First
Battalion, Eighth Marine Regiment to the city of Fallujah.

He could have performed his role at the base hospital, a
relatively safe location forty-five minutes away from the front
lines. Instead, on his first day in Iraq, he chose to deploy with a
company of soldiers deep into the heart of the urban fighting.
By the end of the day—after treating not one but eight soldiers
with life-threatening injuries—he knew he wanted to set up an
“emergency room in the middle of the battlefield.”

The danger was real, the sounds and smells harrowing. But
the project—saving lives—was paramount. Positions were not

of primary importance.

Sometimes the corpsmen behaved like the 18- and 19-year-olds
they were. Jadick was miffed at one young clerk, in charge of
keeping proper records, who had apparently wandered off. Un-
able to find the man, Jadick began cursing him, when the clerk
appeared around the corner. “Where were you?” Jadick angrily
demanded. “Well,” the clerk said, “some guys were trying to come

across through the open gate, so I shot them.” Jadick laughed
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as he recalled the story. “That’s a pretty good excuse, so I'll let
you go this time,” he told the man.!

Technically, the clerk had broken rank; he had left his post.
Truthfully, he was honoring an organic order understanding
of power. He knew that the project—saving lives—was more
important than maintaining the organizational structure of
the unit. What good would the positions—the ranks—be if
the soldiers they were serving did not even survive to receive
treatment?

When the armored ambulances deposited wounded soldiers
at the improvised ER, Jadick was not primarily concerned with
being “in charge.” He was a surgeon first, a lieutenant com-

mander last.

The project—saving lives—was more
important than maintaining the

organizational structure of the unit.

If Jadick had been a soldier who only understood power in
a positional way, he might have been less able to move forward
and provide the life-saving help so desperately needed in that
battle-scarred building.

Jadick honored an organic order understanding of power. He
recognized that insistence on policy and protocol would not
have been helpful. Power is not so much a system of submis-
sion as it is a system of living that maximizes individual and
communal sources of power. Jadick understood the spirit of
revolving power—synchronization, improvisation, spontaneity,

wisdom, and trust.
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Our business serves the educational publishing market. When
my wife and I joined forces with another individual, we did so
with a mutual understanding that “the project holds the power,”
although we had not yet coined this phrase. We started our
company at a time in our industry when multiple independent
parties worked together to create the final product—textbooks.
There was a lot of finger-pointing going on among the groups.
One party would blame another for negatively affecting their
ability to get the job done well or on time.

We promised our clients that this would not happen. Our
company would be different.

We recognized that a positional understanding of power was
to blame for this struggle. We concluded that power was not
something the three of us would possess just because we held
the position of “owner.” We recognized that each of us would
carry different roles and responsibilities, but these roles and
responsibilities were not assigned because of position. Rather,
they were matched to our strengths. No position anywhere in
the company would hold power merely because of the post
itself.

As our company has grown, “the project holds the power”
has become one of our guiding phrases. When new employees
are added, they are amazed at being given power by the project

and that we, the owners, don’t stand in the way.

“The project holds the power.”

Our employees understand that when we take a leadership
role within a project, our goal is not to get them to submit to

our authority. Rather, we lead because that project “asks” us to
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do so. The integrity of the project is at stake, not the integrity
of our position.

Every project calls for various individuals to play a role in it.
Sometimes one role may need to be fulfilled for the entire life
of the project. Sometimes a role is very short-lived. Sometimes
there is an ebb and flow; the role exists in a fluid state. The point
is that the project “tells” us who will steward the power during
the many steps between onset and successful completion. The
project demands the pacing, the contacts, the leaders, even the
steps themselves.

Thus, power is shared in a revolving manner—now you, now
Sally, now Ben, now me, back to Sally. We have yet to have a
project suggest that only one person hold all the power through
the life of the project just because someone holds such-and-
such a position.

This one idea has made our company a powerful place. Our
success is not dependent upon a “one-positional powerhouse.”
It is not dependent on a charismatic leader. Everyone within
the company participates in the power and shares their sources
of power when called upon by the project, not because of their
position in the company.

Does this mean that we are a “flat” organization, where
everyone has the same degree of power at the same time?
I'm not sure that a flat organization can truly exist and move
forward. A project is always inviting a person to step forward
and steward the power. And just as no one person holds posi-
tional power, neither do projects hold positional power. Small
projects may demand fewer resources than large projects, but
all projects are completed with integrity and excellence. Large
projects do not attain higher levels of power.

Among people and among projects, the spirit is “revolving,”
not “flat.”
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The Oaks campus has no walls and no secretaries. And
forget the org chart—the defining unit of operation at
SEI is the team. Work is distributed among roughly 140
self-managed teams. Some are permanent, designed to
serve big customers or important markets. But many are
temporary: People come together to solve a problem and
disband when their work is done.

The result is a workplace that’s always on the move.
“We call it fluid leadership,” says West. “People figure
out what they’re good at, and that shapes what their
roles are. There’s not just one leader. Different people

lead during different parts of the process.”?
—Al West, chairman and CEO, SEI Investments,
quoted in Scott Kirsner, “Total Teamwork—

SEI Investments,” Fast Company

Revolving power is much like a formation of geese flying
south. Geese cover long distances with their revolving under-
standing of power. Various birds take turns leading, cutting
through the air and creating a slipstream for the others. If geese
flew in a “flat” organization, they would fly in a straight line,
increasing fatigue and covering far less distance than that needed

for migration.

Focus on the Whole

We joke about “men and their toys.” The expensive car in
the driveway, the boat docked at the marina, the ATV and the
acreage to go with it—all of us could name friends or family
members who have made an “excessive purchase.” We laugh at
this, but underlying our humor is our concern that by purchas-
ing these items, a husband is not thinking about the well-being
of his whole family.
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Or consider a wife who gets pregnant for the fourth time,
even though she knows her husband does not want another
child. She has accomplished her goal, but she does not realize
the toll this one decision may take on all of her relationships.
A fissure develops between the couple and the marriage is

jeopardized.

A master plan approach . . . is a form

of tunnel vision.

This lack of focus on the whole is characteristic of master
plan thinking. The love of positional power typically associated
with master plans encourages concentration on what will best
serve the position. Organic order, on the other hand, encourages
concentration on what will best serve the whole entity, be it a
project, relationship, or organization.

A master plan approach often results in what the busi-
ness literature calls a “silo” system of power. It is a form of
tunnel vision. Each person jockeys for positional power in
order to command the resources needed to accomplish his or
her specific part of the plan. People may be so absorbed by
their part of the project that they may lose sight of what the
whole project is. They see their role as disconnected from any
other—except for those which may help them achieve their
goal. They may be unable or unwilling to look beyond their
immediate contribution.

Participants concentrate all of their efforts on the success
of their particular “silo.” They measure success by positional

responsibility, not by the success of the whole. When a problem
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Your structures should be very loose and very flexible: less
hierarchy, more opportunity for people to play many differ-
ent roles. Sometimes you may be a team leader, and at other
times you may be a team member. Also, be very flexible with
respect to titles, and very fluid in terms of moving people from
project to project, depending on the requirements. And be very

project oriented, rather than fixed-job oriented.?

—Rosabeth Moss Kanter, Harvard business professor

arises, so does the comment, “Well, I did my part at least. It's
not my fault the thing went wrong.”

Revolving power encourages a full view of the whole project
so that you know when the project is inviting you to steward
the power and when it is asking you to cede power.

Approaching projects in this way is more than “you take
this part and I'll take that part.” Yes, people can move a project
forward by contributing their competencies to a portion of a

project. But they do so with the whole clearly in view.

Revolving power brings the security
of knowing that you are not the only one

the project is relying on.

This view of the whole instills a sense of peace in each par-
ticipant. They know that the success of the whole is not entirely
on their shoulders. When people work in a “silo,” they begin to
believe that everything depends on them—and them alone. Silos
are lonely places. Revolving power brings the security of know-

ing that you are not the only one the project is relying on.
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Peace also comes from knowing that if power is relinquished
to someone else, it will return in due time as it revolves through
the group. Some people do not relinquish power because they
are afraid they will never get it back. Nobody wants to feel
powerless. With organic order, not having the power does not
equate with powerlessness.

Think of a basketball game. Only one player at any given
time can have the ball. Does this mean the other players on the
team are not important? Does it mean they are not contribut-
ing? Does it mean they have no power?

Absolutely not. In fact, what is happening “away from the
ball” is just as important as the point that is being scored or
the rebound that is being attempted. What is happening away
from the ball is actually helping make the shot or rebound
possible.

Cross-Helping

Pat worked on an assembly line at the local automobile
manufacturer. Pat held a particular post along the line and was
good at her job.

Her job required precise work in a very tight area. One day
the foreman announced that the company was going to institute
a system of cross-training. Everyone on the line would learn
how to do every job at each post along the line.

This sounded like a great idea. If everyone knew how to do
each specific job, then it would make it easier to find someone
to fill in when you needed a break, when you were ill and
couldn’t come in, or when you needed help troubleshooting
a problem.

The program was implemented and the people on the line
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were cross-trained. The knowledge was instilled; however, the
competencies were not. Pat, for example, who was four foot
ten and weighed a hundred pounds, was not physically strong
enough to fill in for Jeff, no matter how much she cross-trained.
And Jeff, whose brawn enabled him to maneuver heavy flats
of automobile parts, did not have the small, dexterous fingers
that enabled Pat to fulfill her role well.

Before cross-training, everyone did their best to help each
other in whatever way they could. The workers understood
that it wasn’t necessary to be an expert at every task. They just
needed to bring what skills and knowledge they had and provide
help in whatever way they could. I call this cross-helping.

The new cross-training program changed this practice. Now
people were not permitted to help each other unless they had
been cross-trained for that specific job. Instead of it becoming
easier for workers to find help, it became harder because “not
just anyone” could help. This emphasis on expertise caused
pride in some and low morale in others.

Master plan requires that experts provide the help. With
organic order, people cross-help. They do not need to be experts
to do this. They likely already have some competencies that
can nudge a project forward or help a co-worker get caught
up. There is no expectation that they will provide all that is
needed to accomplish the task.

Cross-training is required when position holds the power
because you are training for a specific post. When the project
holds the power, cross-helping is all that is necessary. The proj-
ect and the people participating in it are highly valued, and
people want to help.

Mark was the head chef in a downtown restaurant. Everyone

who worked with him was inspired by his love of food, but
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each day he would come in and complain about having no one
willing to help him with the prep work.
“Come on, guys,” he would beg. “It isn’t hard to do. Man,

even a chimp could do it.”

Revolving power understands the value
of each part that makes the whole.
And, it encourages cross-helping

as foundational to the whole.

Michelle joined the team. She had come primarily because
of Mark’s legendary reputation. She looked forward to learn-
ing from him.

So she was quite surprised when on their first occasion to
work together, he went to the prep table and started his litany
against prep work. This puzzled her. Not only was prep her
favorite part of the job, she also knew it was critical to the suc-
cess of any restaurant.

After weeks of listening to his complaints, Michelle spoke
up.

“I'll help you, Mark,” she offered. “But with one condition,’
she added. “You must stop putting down the most important
part of the job!”

Michelle demonstrated a passion for the task the others had

)

not witnessed before. After a few days they began volunteering
to help her with prep. Mark whined, “Why didn’t any of you
help me?”

Jose replied, “Because you made the job seem insignificant.
Michelle has taught us that it is the foundation to a kitchen.”
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Revolving power understands the value of each part that
makes the whole. And, it encourages cross-helping as founda-

tional to the whole.

Putting the Power Puzzle Together

We've talked a lot about power, but so far we haven’t really
defined it. I guess I am hesitant to do so because I'm afraid that
if we craft a precise definition for power, we will somehow limit
our understanding of it.

One thing I do know is that power is more verb than noun
(see chapter 9, “Language”). Itis action, not object. It is easier to
describe how it is used than what it is. It is like love. Something

defined more by its expression than by its form.

Power is more verb than noun.

Most of us intuitively know what power is. It is more of an
essence, less of an entity. Something that is exercised, expressed,
enjoyed, and given.

Margaret had been lead soprano in the church choir for
ten years. It was an honor given to her by her fellow sopranos
after a longtime member retired from the group. Mostly it
meant that Margaret organized the music for her section, led
the soprano section practice, and called each person to remind
them of special needs or to check in if someone was absent.
Margaret was the “glue” for the section. She was organization-
ally competent and fun to be around. She had a spirit of grace
and humility. . . .
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