
 
4. Contemplation — a long, loving look at the real
When I describe these as “contemplative” exercises, I am using the term in a very specific way. The Jesuit theologian Walter Burghardt defines contemplation as “a long, loving look at the real.” He sees the real as all that exists. Ignatian spirituality emphasizes that God can be found in all things, including organizations. How do leaders gaze with love at their organizations? How do they uncover structures of grace? How do leaders find God at the center of their lives, their teams, and their workplaces? The simple answer is contemplation. Leaders and their teams need to become contemplatives… in action. 
This book is meant to be prayed rather than read. The contemplative exercises here can be done by individual leaders during their personal prayer and by leadership teams at the start of their meetings. These exercises support the growth of spiritually mature and discerning leaders who are capable of guiding both faith-based organizations and those that are not explicitly faith-based, as they work to build the Kingdom of God.
The contemplative exercises in this book offer leaders and their teams many ways of gazing with love at their organizations. The goal is to help leaders become more attentive to the Presence of God in their people, their relationships, the mission, the vision, the organizational structures, and so on. 
Will these exercises work with those who do not have an explicit faith?
An objection could be raised that some of the people on the committees, boards and councils of faith-based organizations may not be Christian, and that to invite them to engage in the scripture-based contemplative exercises outlined in this book could be an imposition. My experience is that most people—including those who do not explicitly profess faith—do not feel imposed on when they are invited to reflect quietly. In fact, they usually welcome the chance to spend time in silence. 
For 16 years, I convened an advocacy group of academics and people from technology companies that gathered regularly in my Jesuit community. Our role was to advocate for the provision of online tertiary education for refugees from Myanmar who were living in camps along the Thai-Myanmar border. Typically, our group gathered in the evening. We began with dinner in the Jesuit community and then moved from the dining room to the library, where we held our meetings. We always began our meetings with gospel-based prayer, reflection, and sharing for 15 minutes. The prayer helped our group to get into the right frame of mind to discern. I cannot remember us ever having any conflict in the group. One of the women in our advocacy group—a long-standing member of the committee—was an atheist. She commented to me after one meeting, “You know, I don’t believe in God. But whatever you do, don’t drop the prayer at the start because this is the best meeting that I come to.” An academic at a state university, she found the prayer and reflection at the start of the meeting so helpful that she said with a laugh, “We need to have this sort of prayer at the department meetings in our university!” 
God is at work in the world 
This book is based on the premise that God is at work in the world. God is laboring to transform the world and bring it into final union with him. In our turn, we are called to work with God in bringing about the Kingdom of God (God’s Project). God invites us to cooperate with Him in fulfilling His Project in our world and to find Him in all things, especially in our roles as leaders of organizations. Our projects should align with and support God’s Project. Additionally, we can see ourselves as instruments in God’s hands. Our organizations can also be regarded as instruments in God’s hands.
Another way of thinking about this is that organizations can be structures of grace. That is, organizations can be means by which God’s self-communication (grace) is made manifest to the world. Jesus came into the world to announce the Kingdom of God. God’s Kingdom is one of peace, justice, love, and reconciliation where the whole human race are brothers and sisters. Each of us, in unique ways, is called to work with God to bring about his Project. So too are our organizations. Fr Arturo Sosa, Superior General of the Society of Jesus writes:
The conviction that God is acting in history and is constantly communicating with human beings is the assumption on which our efforts to discern in common are based. For this reason, we should seek out those conditions that allow us to hear the Holy Spirit and be guided by Him in our life-mission. The personal and group disposition to receive and follow the Spirit who communicates with us prevents a false type of discernment in common, which only seeks to clothe in correct Ignatian language decisions that were already made on the basis of the criteria of one’s own group.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Carta sobre el discernimiento en común, 27 September 2017 (2017/11).] 

Structures of Grace and Structures of Sin
Of course, it is at times difficult to see God at work. While our organizations can be structures of grace, they can also be places of sin where people are treated unjustly, and gifts and talents that could be used in the building of the Kingdom of God go unrecognized, undeveloped, or ignored. 
A key concept in this handbook is the organization as a structure of grace—a means of God’s self-communication to the world. What is a structure of grace? And what of its opposite, a structure of sin? The term “structural sin” designates the reality of sin as a social phenomenon. Peter Henriot indicates that structural sin refers to: 
(1) structures that oppress human beings, violate human dignity, stifle freedom, impose gross inequality; (2) situations that promote and facilitate individual acts of selfishness; (3) the complicity or silent acquiescence of persons who do not take responsibility for the evil being done.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Mark O’Keefe OSB. What are they saying about social sin? (New York: Paulist, 1990), pp 29-30.] 

For an organization to be a structure of grace requires that it be justly structured. An organization cannot be an empowered and effective instrument in the hands of God if it is unjustly structured, and the gifts of colleagues in mission overlooked or under-valued. 
The concept of the organization as a structure of grace raises many questions: 
· How can our organizations be means of grace—a channel through which God is graciously at work in the world, nurturing Christian life and spreading the redemptive influence of Christ? 
· How can our organizations contribute to human flourishing? 
· How can we establish in our organizations genuine communities of meaning and value? 
· How can our organizations speak to the world about justice without first exemplifying justice? 
· How do I treat myself? 
· How do I treat others? 
· How do I use power? 
· How do we interact in our meetings? 
· Is it possible for our organization to be a grace-filled socially just structure? 
· If yes, how do we become grace-filled and socially-just people who work together in grace-filled and socially-just organizations? 
As we look at our world, it is not hard to uncover the existence of structures of sin. How can an organization as a structure of grace stand against structures of sin? 
John Paul II traces the origins of structures of sin back to individual acts that have social repercussions. Responsibility for oppressive structures originate in the sinful actions of particular human beings. To speak of structures of sin acknowledges that: 1) “by virtue of human solidarity . . . each individual’s sin in some way affects others;” 2) “some sins… are an offense against God because they are offenses against one’s neighbor;” and 3) “relationships [between various human communities] are not always in accordance with the plan of God, who intends that there be justice in the world and freedom and peace between individuals, groups, and peoples.”[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  John Paul II, Apostolic Exhortation on Reconciliation and Penance: Reconciliatio et Paenitentia, Vatican 1984, sec. 16.] 

Whenever the church speaks of situations of sin or when she condemns as structures of sin certain situations or the collective behavior of certain social groups, big or small, or even of whole nations and blocs of nations, she knows and she proclaims that such cases of structures of sin are the result of the accumulation and concentration of many personal sins. It is a case of the very personal sins of those who cause or support evil or who exploit it; of those who are in a position to avoid, eliminate or at least limit certain social evils but who fail to do so out of laziness, fear or the conspiracy of silence, through secret complicity or indifference; of those who take refuge in the supposed impossibility of changing the world and also of those who sidestep the effort and sacrifice required, producing specious reasons of higher order. The real responsibility, then, lies with individuals. A situation—or likewise an institution, a structure, society itself—is not in itself the subject of moral acts. Hence, a situation cannot in itself be good or bad.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  John Paul II, Reconciliatio et Paenitentia, sec. 16.] 

Pope St John Paul II argued that concept of structures of sin can only be applied to organizations analogically. It is persons who have moral agency, but the structures they construct can be sinful in that they perpetuate suffering and injustice. 
Theology, as a discipline, most often examines the individual. The theological study of organizations is frequently overlooked. In this book, I argue that organizations can be considered “structures of grace,” a term contrasting with the more familiar concept of “structures of sin”—the idea that sin exists not only in human will but also in social institutions, attitudes, and interactions that sustain injustice even without malicious actors. Just as sin can reside in both human hearts and operate through social structures, so can God’s grace operate within human hearts and through organizations. An organization, as a structure of grace, can actively oppose structures of sin. It can serve as a means by which God works in the world. The board of an organization and its senior leadership team need to discern God’s will together and plan how to embody (make real in history) that will. 
The theology of structures of grace affirms that God can indeed work through organizations. This can happen by shaping the consciences of stakeholders, helping to hold institutions and governments accountable, and transforming social, political, and economic relationships.
Although the structures of sin may sometimes seem intractable, God’s grace can overcome them: individuals might be powerless against these structures of sin, but when two or three or more gather and work for justice, God’s grace can challenge and ultimately transform these structures of sin.
This book helps leaders to gaze contemplatively at their organizations so that they might become ever more Christ-centered. Fr Arturo Sosa, the Superior General of the Society of Jesus, has called for deeper personal and institutional conversion in order to courageously and compassionately carry out the church’s mission in complex and ever-changing contexts.[footnoteRef:5] These contemplative exercises are designed to help leaders open themselves to the personal, socio-political and institutional conversion which Fr Sosa calls for.  [5:  Arturo Sosa, On Discernment in Common, 27 September 2017 (2017/11), p. 2.] 

When leaders examine their interior lives, they discover that they have divided hearts. They know that they relate to others in both graced and sinful ways. God communicates God’s very self to leaders, yet they experience themselves as sinners in need of redemption. Similarly, while God’s grace can be experienced in church communities, organizations and institutions, we also know that they can be structurally sinful and unjust. This book aims to help leaders cooperate with the Holy Spirit to form organizations which are grace‑filled and socially just.
These contemplative exercises are incarnational
These contemplative exercises are designed to help leaders, their teams and their organizations discern how to incarnate (or concretize) their desires to praise, reverence, and serve God. 
· What are their Spirit-inspired ideas and dreams? 
· How will their spiritual consolation be incarnated (made real)? 
· How will they translate their thoughts and inspirations into the practical details of resources, money, space, and time? 
· How will they discern what programs and projects are realistically feasible given their organization’s situation? 
Saint Ignatius of Loyola believed that contemplation is incomplete without discerned action aimed at building the Kingdom of God. Therefore, Ignatian spirituality is fundamentally a spirituality of choice rooted in faith. Leaders and their teams often face difficult, complex, and challenging decisions. 
· How do they approach these decisions? 
· What guides their decision-making? 
· How do they make sound decisions? 
These are crucial question in a synodal Church. This book outlines processes for making communally discerned decisions. 
Gazing with love at the Paschal Mystery of your organization
Another key idea in this book is that Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection is a pattern that is lived out in organizations. Church organizations, and indeed, all human groups, go through the Life-Death-Resurrection Cycle. Part X of this book, which is based on the work of the Ignatian Spiritual Exercises for the Corporate Person (ISECP) Group, explores this concept. The ISECP Group uses the life, death, and resurrection of Christ as a paradigm to describe the rise and fall of the morale, feeling, and energy of an organization as a social reality. This book will help leaders to contemplatively attend to those forces at work in their organizations that bring new life and energy, and those that drain it. 
Christ-centered workplaces where people flourish 
My hope is that this book will help leaders nurture workplaces where people thrive. This requires that faith-based organizations become grace-filled and justly structured. A key element in helping a workplace become Christ-centered is the careful planning of meetings. If Christ-centered processes are followed, if prayer, conversation in the Spirit, and discernment in common are incorporated into meetings, they can become contemplative experiences where good decisions are made and people flourish. 
Quality decision-making
The most important activity in any organization is its decision-making. Part XII of this book outlines Christ-centered processes of discernment in common that leaders and their teams can follow to reach peaceful and empowering decisions. Leaders and their teams are guided by God’s grace to work with God to help bring about God’s Project in the world.

