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Spirituality

The core of leadership

by LCDR Justin Top, CHC, USN

cadership is big business. Cor-

porations spend huge amounts

of money o train their leaders

to be effective at what they do.
Leadership books regularly reside on
bestseller lists. This is because good
leadership is invaluable. In the civilian
wortld, good leadership amounts to huge
financial proﬁt and makes the differ-
ence between the success and failure
of the business. In the military, good
leadership literally means the differ-
ence between life and death, victory
and defeat. Finding good leaders who
understand their followers and how to
motivate them is certainly worth the
effort and expense.

“Spirituality,” on the other hand, isa
rather polarizing word and is certainly
not something that is often associated
with leadership in the civilian or mili-
tary world. Most people immediarely
equate spirituality with religion. This
cither excites people or turns them away:
Those who would get excited, however,
are quickly turned away when spiritual-
ity ralk becomes too generic and does
not align with their own individual
understanding. Thus, because of the
controversial nature of religious topics,
many leaders simply shy away from the
talk of spirituality altogether. However,
such a reaction can be an unfortunate
neglect of a powerful and important
tool for leadership.

The large majority of people in this
country {neatly 80 percent), and an
even greatet petcentage of the world,
believe in some religious tradition or
higher power.! Of those, a majority of
people say their religious beliefs strongly
influence their daily decisions. Asa re-
sult of years of surveys, American re-
searcher George Gallup, Jr., suggests,
“The depth of religious commitment
often has more to do with how Ameri-
cans act and think than do other key
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An individual’s religious beliefs will influence his decisions. (Photo by iCpl Tawanya Norwood,)

>Chaplain Top is the Spiritual Fit-
ness Program Manager, Office of the
Chaplain of the Marine Corps, HOMC.

background characteristics, such as level
of education, age and political affilia-
tion.” Of the small minority who do
not believe in a higher powert, a sig-
nificant portion consider themselves
“spititual but not religious,” meaning
they are influenced by spiritual factors.
Consider the implications of that. Busi-
nesses spend billions trying to under-
stand what motivates employees and
potential customers. Military leaders
are looking for ways to train soldiers,
Sailors, Marines, and airmen to petse-
vere through difficult conditions and
stress. One major key w0 knowing what
motivates people lies in understanding
spirituality and religion; yet, few leaders
seek to leverage the power of spirituality.

Despite what many people think,
spirituality is not necessarily the same
thing as religion. Spirituality isan inter-
nal experience that may focus outward
{connection to something greater than
self) or inward (connection to what we
often refer to as the “human spirit”).
Before “spirituality” became tied to re-
ligious experience, the Greek philoso-
phers used the word prenmatikos (from
which comes the Latin spiritualic) to
identify the unique characteristics of
humanity compared to non-rational
beings. Unlike animals, they reasoned
humans have spirit; they have the ability
to understand themselves, make mean-
ingful relationships, live for a cause,
and make meaning of the world around
them. Thus, spirituality is the unique
characteristic of humansand is charac-
tetized by one’s personal experience of
faith, meaning, values, connection, and
transcendence. Religion, on the other
hand, is an organized set of beliefs and
practices adhered to by a community of
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people. It is practiced externally with
the intent to foster internal spirituality.
Religion is extremely effective at devel-
oping spirituality because it provides
a framework of meaning, values, and
connections to a like-minded commu-
nity and something greater than self.
The effectiveness of religion in develop—
ing those core elements of spirituality
should not be ignored. However, just
being part of a religious community
does not guarantee spiritual fitness. In
fact, external religious activity without
the internal spiritual experience is often
linked to greater mental health prob—
lems.? It is also quite possible to have
a strong internal spirituality without
practicing any religion.

‘What Is Spirituality?

At ts core, spitituality is about why
people do what they do. Psychologist
Abraham Maslow theorized that hu-
mans are motivated by a “hierarchy of
needs,” which he compared to a pyra-
mid. At the base of the pyramid are our
most primitive and basic physiological
needs for survival and safety. Thescare
basicaily the same needs thar all iiving
organisms have. After physiologicai and
safety nceds are met, humans then need
connection and belonging; they need
to live in a system that has rules, de-
fines good and bad, and provides for
respect and self-esteem. As they meet
the needs of belonging in a system, they
then begin to look to find out more
about themselves and what their role
is {(sclf-actualization). At the top of
Maslow’s pyramid is “Self-Transcen-
dence,” which he added to his theory
later in life.4 Transcendence is the abil-
ity to rise above the physical and find
connection to something higher than
the physical self. Though spirituality is
involved to some degree on all levels, it
is an increasingly essential component
of Maslow’s higher needs. In essence,
spirituality deals with core existential
questions such as “Who am ?,” “What
is my role in society?,” “What is the
meaning of my life?,” and “How do I
connect with others?”

What does all of this have to do with
leadership? The answer: everything.
Leaders understand that people need
more than just having their basic needs
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met. In a society where basic needs are
generally secure, the higher needs tend
to be primary motivators. When people
are able to make decisions and take ac-
tions that appeal to their higher needs,
they are more likely to be happy and ef-
fective at their jobs. Simon Sinek, best-
selling author and presenter, explained:

Leading is not the same as being the
leader. Being the leader means you
hold the highest rank, either by earn-
ing it, good fortune or navigating inter-
nal politics. Leading, however, means
that others willingly follow you—not
because they have to, not because they
are paid to, but because they want to.?

In other words, the best leaders in-
spire those they lead. The Latin roots
of the word inspite (inspirata) mean
to “breathe spirit into.” A good leader
breathes spirit into those he leads by ap-
pealing to those higher needs of mean-
ing, connection, and values.

The Importance of Meaning

While I was attending graduate
school, [ took a job as a car salesman
to help pay the bills. I quickly found
mysell in a high-pressute environment
where blowing past customers’ objec-
tions and making money were the marks
of success. It felt as though my job was
causing me to view people simply as

People need more than justtheir basic needs met. Leading means that others willingly follow

money—as objects for me to manipu-
late for my own financial benefit. T was
absolutely miserable in that job because
it went against my foundational values
of serving others. The managers of the
car dealership were frustrared with me
because [ was not a very good salesman.
I was not making money, and, worst of
all, T was miserable because I found no
fulfillment in my job. One day, I was
able to help a woman who was about to
get really cheated by another dealership.
I helped her better understand the pro-
cess, helped her identify her own values
and motivation, and helped her make a
well-informed decision.

In that moment, everything changed
for me. I realized I could help people
understand the systemn and get some-
thing they really wanted in a way that
minimized regret. Suddenly, I had a
purpose. hada way 1o fit rnyjob within
my framework of meaning and values.
Because of that shift in meaning, my
experience changed as well. 1 quickly
became one of the top sellers at the
dealership. I enjoyed my job. ITgotto
help customers and even colleagues, and
I made honest money in the process.
I went from Completely miserable to
motivated and successful.

‘The thing that made the difference:
meaning, | Caught the spirit of my job.
Once [ cleatly defined the why of what
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I was doing and aiigned it with my val-
ues, everything changed. I was able to
connect the actions in my life with the
inner spiritual values and belicfs that
mattered to me. As a leader, it is essential
to communicate the reasoning behind
what you doina way that resonates with
your Marines. Simon Sinek explained,
“People do not buy what you do. They
buy why you do it. And what you do
simply proves what you believe.”® People
will not buy into you as a leader un-
less they can get behind your “why.”
A good leader not only makes his own
values and purpose apparent, inviting
people to get behind his cause, but he
also heips others identify their own val-
ues; it kindles in them a desire to take
action on those values.

Spirituality Motivates

Consider the spirituai zeal of sports
fans. What is it that causes grown
adults, who otherwise lead responsible
and respectable lives, to spend large
amounts of money on supporting their
chosen team by traveling to games
{often hours in advance); dressing up
in crazy outfits with faces and bodies
painted; then spending hours with their
fellow devotees cheering at the top of
their lungs; cursing officials, rival play-
ers, and opposing fans; and endlessly
discussing obscure sports trivia and
statistics about piayf:rs they have never
met? The thing that causes a city-wide
party or riot when a local team wins
a championship is team spirir. Think
about how crazy it is that a simple game
can have such a powerful impact on
behavior. For many people, their de-
votion to a team is not oniy a major
motivator, but it also has become part
of their idcntity and influences how thcy
interact with others. Why? It satisfies
4 psychoiogicai or spirituai need for
connection with others and a sense of
shared meaning and purpose. In many
cases, it can create shared experiences
and adversity—aiso powerfui unifiers.

If something as arbitrary ds 4 Sports
team can gain such loyalty and devo-
tion, imagine the power that a higher
cause might have on peopie. History is
full of examples of how vatious forms
of spirituality (religion, nationalism,
honor, etc.) motivated and sustained
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Spirituality can help people deal with stress and hardship better. (Photo by Sgt Timothy Valero.)

people through incredible sacrifice
and adversity to do remarkable (or ter-
rible) things. Imagine having the people
whom you lead share that same level of
zeal about your team and your cause.
Good leaders understand how to mo-
tivate people by appealing to them on
a spiritual level.

Spirituality Wins Wars

President Franklin D. Roosevelt said,
“Physical strength can never perma-
nently withstand the impact of spiri-
tual force.” Tyrants throughout history
learned the hard way that only having
military strength is not enough to sus-
tain control over people. Eventually,
people will rebel against injustice and
are willing to sacrifice all in support of
a higher purpose. Berlin walls eventu-
aiiy will come down. [ron curtains will
dissolve. Using physical strength, rank,
threat, or financial manipulation can-
not maintain iasting control. History is
full of stories of wars that were won by
lesser forces because they had a greater
cause. In the Revolutionary War, for ex-
ample, colenists faced off against what
was arguably the most powerful nation
in the wotld. At first, they got beaten
thoroughiy and often. But patriotisin
was [ueled by the belief “all men are
created equal” and are endowed with
important inalienable rights. That spiri-
tual foundation allowed the colonists

to endure incredible hardships and de-
feats until, eventually, they were able to
overcome a much greater power. This
is what Abraham Lincoln was referring
to when he said, “Let us have faith that
right makes might; and in that faith let
us, to the end, dare to do our duty as
we understand it.”

War is the ultimate adversity. That
is why some of the greatest leaders the
world has ever known emerged dur-
ing times of conflict. Burt not all war is
armed conflict. Some of the most dif-
ficult and bitter battles involve ciashing
values and ideals rather than steel and
lead. Those whom we admire as the
greatest leaders today earned our admi-
ration because they met conflict head
on, not with physical strength but with
spiritual force. Martin Luther King, Jr.,
Winston Churchill, Helen Keller, and
others like them are remembered be-
cause of their ability to inspire others
to stand up for a cause despite the odds.

Spirituality Increases Resilience

One of the reasons spirituality wins
wars is because it increases people’s abil-
ity to endute stress and persevere. When
times get difficult, people need to be
able to answer the important question,
“Why am I here?” They need to know
there is meaning behind their suffer-
ing. Consider how differently veterans
were emotionally affected by the hor-
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rors of combat in World War IT when
compared to the Vietnam War. In both
wars, military personnel were exposed
to terrible conditions that changed
them psychologically. However, each
war held a drastically different mean-
ing. In World War II, most military
personnel Willingly signed up for the
duration of war with the goal to de-
feat evil. It was clear who the enemy
was, and it was clear why they needed
to be defeated. The Nation supported
the effort and treated those serving as
heroes. In the Vietnam War, despite
many military personnel going only for
a year, they often suffered greater and
more lasting psychological and spiri-
tual injury from their experience. One
reason for this lies in the difference in
meaning, The Vietnam War was hugely
unpopular, and service members were
often treated with contempt after they
returned, despite many of them being
drafted. The reasons for the war were
often unclear, the enemy was unclear,
and the obj ectives of the war were hazy.
The lack of spiritual meaning behind
the adversity compounded the moral
injury. The result is even decades later,
we have thousands of Vietnam veter-
ans struggling with mental illness and
drug addiction—still haunted by their
trauma. When people are spiritually fit,
they are more resilient. When there isa
spiritual meaning behind conflict and
adversity, people are able to thrive de-
spite stress and struggle. When leaders
create an atmosphere of spiritual fitness
and shared meaning, they facilitate a
resilient strength in those they lead that
can withstand greater stress and opposi-
tion.

What It Means

As a leader who understands the
power of spiritual fitness, what should
you do?

Live a spiritual life. Good leadership
naturally flows out of the spirituality
of the leader. Remember, spirituality is
about constructing a meaning system
based on your values and then living
a moral life based on those values and
meaning. That should apply to every
aspect of your life. Identify your own
values and let them shine to others in
all you do.
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Understand your “why.” If you, as a
leader, stand for something those who
follow you will buy into, then leading
will be natural. When you know the
why behind your leadership and you
make that why clear through the way
you conduct yourself, others will follow.

Become _vpirimal{y Lterate. Under-
stand and appreciate the spirituality
of those you lead. That may include
religious beliefs, patriotism, political
causes, or even loyalty to sports teams.
Use spirituality to understand and relate
to meaning and motivation.

Create shared meaning. Make it clear
to your team and to all who know you
what your shared purpose is. Use a motto
or visual reminders. Help your team un-
derstand the importance of its role.

These are the core elements of spiri-
tuality. They are more than just keys to
leadership. They are the keys to a suc-
cessful life. They can be found in every
action and interaction we as humans
make. Understanding the principles
behind spirituality can improve per-
sonal happiness, marriage and family
satisfaction, occupational effectiveness,
and nearly every aspect of your life.
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