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The Contemplating Leader
[bookmark: _Toc220420536]This book is an experiment and a conversation
[bookmark: OLE_LINK5]This open-access book offers a series of contemplative exercises to help leaders discover God at the center of their lives, their teams, and their organizations. Leaders can practice these exercises during their personal prayer or at the start of their leadership team meetings. The exercises are intentionally designed as experimental rather than polished products. You are invited to experiment with them in your daily prayer or team meetings. Please send us your feedback.
Does anyone have a prayer?
I have attended too many meetings where the agenda has been carefully prepared and circulated, papers read in advance, and roles clearly assigned, yet no one has thought to prepare the opening prayer. When the omission is noticed, the chairperson pauses awkwardly, looks around the table, and asks, almost as an afterthought, “Does anyone have a prayer?” What follows is usually a brief, improvised prayer—well-intentioned, but hurried and generic—offered simply to tick the spiritual box before the group moves on. Once the “Amen” is said, the prayer is effectively set aside, and the meeting proceeds as if God has now stepped out of the room so that the “real business” can begin.
This pattern subtly reveals something important about how we understand prayer and decision-making. Prayer becomes a preliminary ritual rather than a way of being present, listening, and discerning together. It is treated as an opening formality, disconnected from the conversations, tensions, and choices that follow. Yet Jesus assures us, “Where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them” (Mt 18:20). His presence is not confined to the first two minutes of a meeting; it permeates the whole gathering—its silences, disagreements, insights, and emerging consensus.
The psychologist C. G. Jung captured this truth in the phrase he inscribed above his front door: “Bidden or unbidden, God is present.” Whether we consciously invite God or not, God is already there. The question is not God’s presence, but our awareness. When a meeting is approached with this awareness, it can become a contemplative experience: a space where participants attend not only to agendas and outcomes, but also to the subtle movements of grace, wisdom, and conscience at work among them. In this way, prayer is no longer an add-on to the meeting; it becomes the spirit in which the entire meeting is held.
This book is a resource for team meetings
This book is a prayer resource for team meetings in faith-based organizations. It is based on the conviction that the team meeting can be a contemplative experience. You can download individual exercises as Microsoft Word documents from the contemplating-leader.com website, customize and edit them to fit your group, add your logo and your organization’s name, photocopy, and distribute them for the opening prayer in your team meetings. Sometimes, those who prepare the agendas for team meetings in faith-based organizations struggle to find suitable opening prayers. This book and website can assist.
As you engage in these exercises, please observe what promotes insight and freedom and what does not. Your feedback to the author—both affirming and critical—is an essential part of the writing process and will influence the book’s continued development. Feedback on these contemplative exercises to improve their effectiveness, along with suggestions for new exercises, is greatly appreciated. Providing direct feedback on The Contemplating Leader to the author will influence the work as it develops. If a reader wants to give feedback on a contemplative exercise, there is a form on the website that allows direct communication between readers and the author.
Leadership coaching, spiritual direction, and journalling
[bookmark: OLE_LINK3]If you have a leadership coach or a spiritual director, you could use the exercises in this book as a course of personal prayer that you regularly discuss with him or her. Spiritual conversations between those with authority and responsibility in the church and a leadership coach or spiritual director help leaders grow in spiritual freedom and discernment, enabling them to guide themselves, their teams, their communities, and their organizations more effectively toward fulfilling their shared mission. 
Journaling can help make the time spent with your leadership coach or spiritual director more effective. Review your prayer time and reflect on what you experienced. Jot down in your prayer journal what occurs to you. Were there central ideas that occurred to you? Were there any strong feelings or emotions? Did you come to any decisions? Jot them down so that you can explore them in more depth with your leadership coach or spiritual director.
Who could pray these contemplative exercises?
A person in a leadership role. These contemplative exercises are intended for a wide and diverse range of leaders. They may be prayed individually by leaders in their personal prayer and reflection times, as a way of integrating faith, interior freedom, and attentiveness to God into their daily responsibilities. Practiced personally, the exercises help leaders cultivate an interior disposition of listening, humility, and discernment that then shapes how they exercise authority and make decisions.
People in a leadership team. These contemplative exercises may also be prayed communally within the formal structures of leadership and governance that exist across the life of the Church, and beyond. They can be used by Bishops’ Conferences, deaneries, parish pastoral councils, diocesan agencies, hospital boards, and social service organizations such as the St Vincent de Paul Society, Caritas, and the Jesuit Refugee Service. Likewise, they are suitable for leadership teams of civic and non-profit organizations who seek to ground their deliberations in shared faith and attentiveness to the Spirit. These exercises can be used by governing boards, councils, administrators, faculty and staff of elementary schools, secondary schools, and universities. All can benefit from praying these exercises
When integrated into leadership team meetings, they foster a shared spiritual language and a reflective pace that supports wiser, more communal decision-making. Importantly, while rooted in a Christian contemplative tradition, the exercises can also be adapted for use in secular organizations. In such contexts, they invite participants into practices of silence, reflection, attentive listening, and discernment in common that are increasingly recognized as essential for ethical and sustainable leadership.
Formation. For these exercises to be used well, however, leaders must be formed and supported to pray with others in public and professional settings. Many meetings begin with prayer yet, as I have noted, too often this prayer is hurried, improvised, or disconnected from the work that follows. To cultivate a genuinely prayerful culture within meetings requires leaders who feel confident to guide group prayer, hold silence, invite shared reflection, and help a group notice the movements of consolation and desolation present among them.
In short, the effective use of these contemplative exercises calls for leaders who are themselves contemplatives in action—women and men who have learned to listen deeply to God, to one another, and to the realities they face. Such leaders are able not only to pray but to lead others in discernment in common, allowing meetings to become places where decisions are shaped by wisdom, faith, and a shared openness to the Spirit.

