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Spirituality is an often cryptic and poorly defined concept that has, recently, garnered 

great attention within academic and administrative circles.  Of the numerous definitions that exist 

for spirituality, the following definition seems to capture the essence of what this concept entails: 

“…the search for depth and meaning in our entire being” (Hoppe, 2005, p. 87).  The tie between 

spirituality and leadership may seem somewhat loose and at times almost detached; however, 

Hoppe (2005) argues that spirituality is “beyond us and yet it is in everything that we do” (p. 84). 

The purpose and thought that grounds us and prompts us to serve as leaders within various 

institutions can, in many ways, establish that leadership is in fact spiritual practice.  The process 

of grounding a staff or an organization in shared vision and providing space for employees to 

determine their own sense of purpose within said organization is inextricably tied to a number of 

notions constituting spirituality.  But what are there particular qualities or characteristics that 

constitute the “soul” and “heart” of leadership, and how are they cultivated? 

 The purpose then of this piece involves identifying and summarizing the characteristics 

that make up what I will label “spiritually grounded leadership” (referred to on occasion as 

SGL).  This brief literature review will summarize and draw comparisons from several works 

(both within higher education and outside of this field) concerning SGL.  Finally, short 

discussion on ways in which such qualities are crafted and sustained for contemporary leaders, 

drawing heavy influence from Quaker author and educator Parker Palmer, whose Teacher 



SPIRITUALITY AND LEADERSHIP  2 
!

!

Formation program appears to be fantastic outlet for educators (who are in many respects 

leaders) to find renewal and reorientation with such qualities.   

To begin, Sherry Hoppe (president of Austin Peay State University) prepares what I 

believe to be one of the best summaries regarding the spiritual qualities of leadership in her 

article, “Spirituality and Leadership.”  Summarized below are the four dimensions that Hope 

(2005) details which are tied not only to effective leadership, but also this concept of spiritually 

grounded leadership.  

The first quality that Hoppe (2005) details is what she refers to as the “Inner Journey.”  

Commenting on this topic, Hoppe (2005) note that “discovering who we are by looking deep 

inside ourselves sets the compass for the search for truth and meaning as individuals and as 

leaders (p. 85).  Leaders, like others and those with whom they work and serve, are on a journey 

of self-discovery, regardless of whether or not they believe they have stopped “growing.”  

Recognizing this process within oneself and others is ultimately critical, resulting (more often 

than not) in empathy and humility toward others.  Leaders, Hoppe (2005) states, “must be 

humble enough to acknowledge mistakes, and more importantly, we must forgive each other 

when mistakes are made” (p. 89).  This process then of recognizing one’s own and others’ inner 

journey, may be the path that leads to such understanding and the practice of grace. 

The second quality, Meaning and Significance, emphasizes that leaders must 

continuously examine why they want to be in leadership roles (p. 85).  Leaders, particularly 

those operating with a model of SGL, must reflect (and often) on their own sense of purpose and 

vision that results from their internal journey. Material success is often not enough, Hoppe 

(2005) notes, meaning that there must be desire deeper within leaders for why they do what they 
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do.  Such reflection can serve as a tool that, which utilized, can ground (or reaffirm) oneself 

when struggles arise. 

The third quality, Wholeness, establishes a broad series of sub-qualities that constitute a 

more holistic understanding of self-completion and fulfillment.  Such qualities include: 

a. Relational individuality 

b. Giving and receiving 

c. Creating conditions that allow others to flourish 

d. Drawing upon different strengths  

e. Self-transcendent awareness 

 Leadership involves a higher calling of sorts, and should seek to make a difference rather 

than go about business as usual (p. 86).  This process of understanding self as well as relational 

identity (through the work one accomplishes with others, as well as with those being served) 

leads one to the fourth to a sense of greater connectivity with the world. 

Ultimately, what we receive in terms of a description of SGL are practices and qualities 

that open up the environments in which we work.   These items exemplify connectedness to 

others with respect to fulfillment of one’s role as leader.  It is not simply about results, nor is it 

entirely about delegating tasks; rather, this model is very much rooted in personal growth and 

exploration, and crafting a space in which that process is possible for others that one leads. 

Much of what Hoppe (2005) discusses is addressed by other writers that discuss 

Spiritually-Grounded Leadership (or, in other circles, referred to as transformative leadership).  

Helen Astin (2004) lists several details, including self-knowledge, authenticity/integrity, 

commitment, empathy/understanding of others, and competence, that together make up a “well 

functioning leadership effort” (p. 3).  Astin (2004) recommends that such talents and practices 
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come about through self-reflection and “inner work” (p. 5).   Values, as well as self-

connectedness, are spiritual elements that drive our leadership-based efforts.  Spirituality also 

takes on a new element, as reported by Smith & Charles (2010), including creativity and a 

willingness to broaden the boundaries of thought (p. 323).   

Woods & Woods (2008) also link spiritually charged leadership to developmental 

democracy.  Leaders that aim to craft a setting conducive to developmental democracy “create an 

environment which enables the capacity for human potential to be realized” (p. 101).  

Characteristics of such leaders include ethical rationality, exchange of and exploration of views, 

active contribution from all individuals within a community or organization, empowerment, and 

social justice (Woods & Woods, 2008, p. 102).   Qualities previously mentioned again are 

referenced with respect to empowering others to create such an open, inclusive, and more 

importantly ethically conscious organizational climate. 

Chickering, Dalton, & Stamm (2006) provide another set of characteristics that constitute 

moral leadership (another label tied greatly to SGL, as well as transformative leadership).  

Leaders are made, not born, implying that leaders are brought up and influenced (a key term) by 

other leaders.  Leaders do not intend to lead or maintain authority; rather, they seek to find 

avenues via which they can express themselves “as fully as possible” and grow throughout their 

experience (Chickering et al., 2006, p. 250).  Another characteristic of the moral leader is one of 

vision that entails operating from what Parker Palmer involves “the heart.”  It entails care, not 

only for oneself, but for others as well, and striving toward a particular mission that will better 

all.  Serving as a role model, communicating values, honoring civic and moral engagement, and 

personal empowerment; these items (among others) are at the core of promoting such 
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moral/character development within various institutions and with those with whom they work 

and serve (Chickering et al., 2006, p. 255).   

Concluding with this section, there are clearly a number of elements within spirituality 

that tie to what is commonly referred to as “the art of leadership.”  Parker Palmer (1998), in 

relation to teaching, notes that “good teaching cannot be reduced to a technique; good teaching 

comes from the identity and integrity of the teacher” (p. 10).  What Palmer (2005) alludes to is 

the inner journey that one must take individually.  A universal technique for cultivating these 

talents within leaders would be nearly impossible to find or craft, as a common developmental 

model/path to self-understanding and vocational realization cannot be so easily adopted.  There 

are, however, diverse outlets of sorts which leaders can incorporate into their workplace so as to 

better the state in which they and their employees can contemplate such topics.  

Several approaches exist for shaping spaces via which leaders might practice 

contemplation and reflection with one another; forming relational ties that might promote 

connectedness, but also reveal greater details about one’s inner journey.   The two models that 

will be presented address self-knowledge through civil discourse that ultimately promotes deep, 

personal reflection. 

Tisdell’ (2003) pedogogical model for promoting cultural and spiritual authenticity/self-

awareness within higher education incorporates seven different principles, including (to 

summarize):  

1. Spiritual and cultural authenticity. 

2. Creation of a setting allowing for the exploration of cognitive, relational, and 

symbolic qualities of one’s life. 

3. Readings that reflect participant’s respective cultures. 
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4. Dissecting individual and community-centered nature of identities. 

5. Engagement with others (collaboration) that teases out new approaches to 

learning and creating positive social change. 

6. Recognizing and celebrating the learning process. 

7. Understanding that change is very much process-oriented, and understanding 

limitations of contemporary education models (Tisdell, 2003, p. 212-213). 

The fifth principle, which emphasizes “Collaborative work that envisions and presents 

manifestations of multiple dimensions of learning and strategies for change,” is where leadership 

and spirituality, as individual practices, can serve as a foundation for greater change (outside of 

oneself)  (Tisdell, 2003, p. 213).   The act of empowering individuals and contemplating specific 

acts of “social transformation” would be of great benefit to organizational leaders seeking deeper 

understanding of their own beliefs and how they operate, as well as the values and practices of 

others.  Such a process would, more than likely, be incorporated into a classroom or retreat-based 

setting, and could easily be utilized by leaders within any number of organizations for the 

purpose of growing in individual and group-based identity. 

Another model currently used by several educational institutions is “Teacher Formation.”  

Based on the work of Parker Palmer, Teacher Formation seeks to “discover how we and our 

institutions can create conditions that sustain, deepen, and nurture the self on whom good 

teaching depends” (Chickering et al., 2006, p. 202).  The model, which stresses awareness and 

understanding of the value of one’s experiences, gifts, and inner dependency, is organized 

through an annual or bi-annual schedule (p. 203). 

The key items of this particular model include (paraphrasing yet again): 

1. Cultivating a sense of personal/group identity and integrity. 
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2. Recognizing and honoring individual/group gifts and strengths. 

3. Moving away from social pressures to conform. 

4. Understanding that we are lifelong learners. 

5. Understanding that we “teach who we are” – incorporating our core selves and 

values into the work of which we’re a part. 

6. Creating spaces and developing relationships in which teachers can explore 

passions and purpose (Chickering et al., 2006, p. 203). 

Much of Palmer’s work through Teacher Formation addresses the need to empower 

others through recognition of personal strengths and form a rejuvenated sense of individual and 

group-based purpose.  Questions posed throughout the retreats have addressed community 

development, teachers and staff organizing/pursuing institutional change, as well as one’s work 

in relation to one’s calling (the deeper significance of our work).   

A second element of this training includes training facilitators and leaders, who were 

taught how to facilitate “formation-centered” activities for other organizations, again focusing on 

the development and support of the individual but also the workplace itself.  A similar retreat 

format can also be easily adapted to accommodate leaders within any department or 

organizational system (especially within higher education).  The core element of such retreats 

would involve addressing questions that employees and leaders face as both individuals and as 

aspiring individuals in their respective communities.  The process approach used by Palmer (in 

that leadership trainings are spread out over the course of a year or longer) also appears 

refreshing, as it acknowledges the need for sacred space (or time apart) to reflect and renew.  

This entire model would, in theory, lead to the betterment of organizations, combatting 
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competitiveness and hostility by replacing such destructive qualities with a desire for 

understanding and the pursuit of personal passions. 

Smith & Charles (2010) also share benefits to incorporating spiritual exploration into the 

realm of leadership, primarily through the lens of law enforcement.  Through exploration of self 

(a common thread found within most leadership models explored thus far), Smith & Charles 

(2010) establish that such reflection helped develop or in certain cases rekindle certain “spiritual 

qualities [such as] compassion, ethical integrity and a strong desire to serve humankind” (p. 

325).   The article also explores the value of connectedness in serving those within their 

communities, as well as in working with one another.   Such qualities within these community 

leaders of sorts, Smith and Charles (2010) argue, can be cultivated through intentional training 

efforts (accountability, time with family, conversations and regular support with respect to the 

demands of the position and one’s “calling” for this line of work).   Much of this ties in with the 

previously summarized work of Hoppe (2005).   Woods and Woods (2008), what with their 

assertion that developmental democracy is a product of spiritually grounded leadership, assert 

that positive changes for the organization are products of the nurturing of these talents.  The 

models previously detailed may in fact serve as conduits through which greater self-awareness 

and positive change are made manifest. 

In conclusion, spirituality and leadership appear to be inextricably tied, as one’s sense of 

purpose and vision are often carried out through one’s role as leader, establishing leadership then 

as a form of spiritual practice.  Spiritually Grounded Leadership incorporates a number of 

qualities and characteristics that aim to empower others through the process of self-reflection.  

The challenge then for leaders is that they too must come to a deeper understanding of 

themselves before moving forward in shaping such an environment within their organizations or 
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institutions.  Ultimately, authenticity and true passion must ground this movement, requiring 

extensive time and intentionality focused on oneself.  Such qualities are at the heart of what 

numerous authors are referring to as transformative leadership (or moral leadership).  The 

promotion of this type of thinking must begin then with a question, and if we are to begin 

training others to make positive strides toward empowering others and helping individuals within 

various institutions find meaning, we must begin providing space to openly reflect and explore 

our inner selves. 
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