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Our contribution is built on three propositions: 
1. To lead wisely is to pay attention to, and to become 
skilled in, the ways people create new understanding in the 
subtle to-and-fro of conversation. 
2. Wisdom can be viewed as reading the patterns of life well 
and applying these with insight, discernment, integrity and 
care. Besides Conversation, the patterns one needs to be 
able to read well in order to lead wisely are those of 
Naming, Influence, Speaking into darkness, & Leadership 
itself. 
3. The Arts of the Wise Leader are four profound yet simple 
ways of breathing life and art into leadership, four ways of 
bringing wisdom (as viewed here above) into leadership: 
Story, Brilliance, Promise and Grace. 
These propositions draw on key insights from Mark’s book 
Arts of the Wise Leader (see the recommended reading 
list). 

HOW CONVERSATIONS GENERATE MEANING 
To lead wisely is to pay attention to, and to become 
skilled in, the ways people create new understanding in 
the subtle to-and-fro of conversation. 
If we are to take our own proposition seriously, then we 
would probably be wise to stop talking now and engage you 
in a conversation. And that’s exactly what we will do! 

In a moment we will invite you to initiate a 5 minute 
conversation with the person sitting next to you. A 
conversation about what? About conversations! More 
precisely, a conversation about the ways that conversation, 
even difficult conversation, enables new meaning. 
So here is the task. Choose a partner seated next to you. 
Each person then tell your partner about two significant 
conversations: one in which you felt at your best, and one in 
which you felt you did not do well. What was different in 
these conversations? While you are speaking, your 
partner’s role is to listen, to record a few key points, and 
perhaps to suggest a thought or two. How does this sound 
to you? 
The reason we are asking you to do this is that, like the 
philosopher Fernando Flores, we believe conversations are 
"generative" – they are not just an exchange of words or 
information. As we engage in conversation, we may create 
shared meaning, and a shared future. 
Leaders generate new shared meaning and new realities 
through the simple human act (and art) of conversation. 
Underlying this reality is the way language shapes us, an 
idea we will return to in terms of "naming". If conversations 
are generative, then it is a capability and an art we can 
learn. 
Put differently, if as leaders we do not learn how to 
"generate" shared meaning and realities through 
conversations (what else do we do if we lead?), then we will 
not lead effectively. Listening carefully to the to-and-fro of 
simple conversation is a rich source of information and of 
opportunity. Hereunder follow some insights. 
Often informal conversations have more impact than 
formal conversations: “You know,” said one CEO to Mark, 
“we appreciate the project work you did, but it was the 
conversation we had while traveling together that really 
made the difference…” 
Real conversations lead to new shared meaning: Think 
about the path of talking and listening even in the 
conversations that you shared a few moments ago – without 
a doubt it will have twisted and turned, sometimes baffling 
you with its direction… Perhaps there was a turn of phrase 
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that you had never thought of, but once you heard it, ‘it all 
made sense’. Or maybe you had an insight from your own 
experience that you may have thought unimportant, but 
which gave new perspective and clarity to another. However 
it happened, we have all experienced the ways something 
new is created in simple human conversation. 
Communication is the sharing of created meaning; 
conversation is the creation of shared meaning: Notice 
the simple word play. Communication is sharing created 
meaning – it implies that there already exists some piece of 
knowledge that others need to know. We need to 
communicate: clearly, concisely, and relevantly. This is 
necessary in every kind of enterprise. But conversation, real 
conversation, is so much harder. If we are genuinely to 
engage in conversation, if we are to take seriously the 
creation of new meaning, then we will not know in advance 
what meaning will be created. That can be an 
uncomfortable place to be. But very often it is exactly the 
place to which we must go. As leaders, we bear a 
responsibility to create room and contexts for the kinds of 
conversation where people create new shared meaning. 
Too often we seem to prefer communication to 
conversation: Why? Why do we so often kill conversation? 
Why have we come to devalue so much conversation in our 
western culture? It is a long story how these unfolded in the 
history of ideas, but it seems we have inherited a set of 
beliefs: 
1. Life can and should be controlled 
2. The best way to control things is to measure them, and 
3. The work of managing is to reduce complexity to bite-
sized, quality-assured chunks. 
These ideas have given us tools for establishing order and 
intelligent simplicity out of chaos and complexity. They have 
enabled us to make sure things are made and done well 
according to sensible standards. Without them, we would 
not have the technology and infrastructure on which modern 
life depends. So measuring and controlling are important 
things for managers to do. 
The problem comes when we allow our methods to lull us 
into thinking life is neat and manageable. It isn’t. The 
greater problem comes when we apply this to people. 
People expect numbers and charts and presentations and 

putting it on the boss’ desk by 9am Monday. So we fudge 
and cut corners and work silly hours and make sure we 
always look like we’re in control. And all the while a big 
conversation goes missing. This is hard for many managers 
to grasp: the work of leading well is not about measuring 
and controlling. 

HOW COMMITMENT AND BREAKDOWN ENABLE MEANING 
To lead wisely is to maintain commitment in the face of 
breakdown: This is a crucial and counter-intuitive point. 
[Mark wishes to acknowledge the influence of Hans Georg 
Gadamer and Fernando Flores on what follows.] 
A conversation is an exchange of far more than words and 
ideas. At the heart of the exchange is commitment. 
Commitment in conversation doesn’t mean that we agree on 
everything, quite the contrary in fact. It is a commitment to 
stay in the conversation. A commitment to follow where the 
conversation goes. Every real conversation holds open 
some possibility that we might come to an understanding 
more than or different from what our backgrounds have 
enabled up till now. We are highly attuned to this 
commitment when we speak with someone. We can sense 
when they are with us in the conversation, and when they 
lose commitment. Agreement is not the basis for continuing 
our conversation: rather, it is the commitment to discovering 
together, more useful way of describing things, of seeing 
things, of moving forward together. 
But then the conversation breaks down. We can’t make 
sense of what we’re hearing. Maybe we don’t like it. Our 
attempt to bridge our differences collapses. We retreat to 
our respective corners and close the door on new meaning. 
Now comes the surprising bit. 
Breakdowns like this are the mark of real relationships and 
real conversations. A real meeting of heart and mind is a 
risky, dangerous thing. It might change us. Breakdown is 
the crucible in which new understanding is forged. The old 
ways of seeing things doesn’t work for us anymore. We 
become polarized. Our sense of shared meaning breaks 
down. Our commitments are tested. But if we can hold the 
commitment — if we will hang in there over the minutes or 
hours or days or weeks to come — we might just reach new 
meaning. 
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Each of us (hopefully) recognises this pattern of 
background, commitment, and finding new meaning in our 
most intimate relationships. This is the pattern of friendship. 
But it is equally true of relationships in organizational life. 
A leader must keep conversation alive. It is in genuine 
conversation and learning through the pain of breakdown of 
meaning that keeps an organization alive to its purpose. 
Genuine conversation is not about compromise. It is about 
respect. It is about holding and modeling commitment in the 
face of breakdown that new meaning (and relationship) 
might emerge. This is leadership. 

LEADERSHIP AND MISSING CONVERSATIONS 
To lead wisely is to name and revive key missing 
conversations: When leaders do not foster a rich 
environment of conversation – an environment open to 
testing commitment and even to breakdown – a kind of void 
opens up at the very heart of the organization. This void is 
like a missing conversation. People walk around one 
another, and around an issue, never really addressing what 
is there. Something needs to be talked through, Some new 
meaning needs to be formed in the crucible of real 
conversation. At some level, people long to name this 
conversation and take part of it. But it gets sidelined, 
thought to be obvious, not worth the effort, disparaged as 
frivolous and dismissed as not the main game. 
At the heart of every group of people who work together 
stands a core conversation that must be maintained. It is the 
task of leadership to name that conversation and to keep it 
alive. 

WISDOM, PATTERNS, DISCERNMENT, AND CHARACTER 
Wisdom can be viewed as reading the patterns of life 
well and applying these with insight, discernment, 
integrity and care. 
So far we have emphasized conversation as crucial domain 
for leading wisely. But wise leadership is of course about 
more than genuine, well-named, courageous conversations. 
Given the limited time for our presentation, our goal was to 
focus initially on a key feature of leading with wisdom, and 
then to move from there to a broader understanding. 

At its heart, wisdom is the ability to live well. What do we 
need to “live well”? We probably need to know ourselves, to 
know the world in which we find ourselves, and to make 
good choices for both our own sake and for the sake of 
others. The French philosopher Marcel Conche has 
elegantly defined wisdom as: a particular view of nature or 
the “whole of reality” (“une métaphysique”) aligned with a 
particular way of leading a good life (“une éthique”). This 
definition echoes, at a more abstract level, the pragmatic 
view of wisdom adopted here. 
The approach to wisdom developed by Mark in his Arts of 
the Wise Leader builds on his study of wisdom traditions 
across cultures and millennia. Three things appear again 
and again as features of the wise, of those who live well: 
1. Wise people read life and its patterns well. 
2. Wise people apply these insights skillfully to the choices 
at hand. 
3. Wise people act with integrity and care. 
Seeing wisdom in terms of patterns offers a distinct vantage 
point on the contexts and challenges of leadership. The 
patterns of conversations are just one part of it. Mark 
identifies five key clusters of life patterns to which a leader 
must learn to pay attention and become skilled in: 
Conversation: as we have seen, from this perspective, to 
lead wisely is to pay attention to, and become skilled in, the 
ways people create new understanding in the subtle to and 
fro of conversation. 
Naming: from this perspective, to lead wisely is to pay 
attention to, and to become skilled in, the ways language 
shapes meaning and life. 
Influence: from this perspective, to lead wisely is to pay 
attention to, and to become skilled in, the dynamics of 
holding commitment to both people and to goals, particularly 
when meaning and even relationships begin to break down. 
Speaking into darkness: from this perspective, to lead 
wisely is to pay attention to, and to face with integrity, the 
uncertainty and fear that inevitably accompany responsibility 
and choice. 
Leadership: finally, from this perspective, to lead wisely is 
to pay attention to the very ordinary, yet difficult, human 
phenomenon of how a person comes to the fore in one 
context and gets behind someone else in another. 
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Wise leaders pay attention to the patterns of life. They 
notice analogy and metaphor. They read patterns in 
relationships. They watch the ways people shape, form and 
break relationships, show interest or feign respect. They 
listen for those namings which free people to do their best 
and those that rob them of the power to act. They look 
beyond assured explanations. They know that a smart 
solution gives equal weight to unity and diversity. They don’t 
panic at complexity and ambiguity, nor dumb things down. 
They embrace paradox. 
Wise leaders see the system as what it does, not as what it 
is claimed to be. They prefer stories to abstract definitions. 
A great deal of leading rests on our words – how we speak, 
how we name and how we allow others to speak and to 
name. When we lead to create “a partnership in living well” 
(Aristotle), one of our main tools is the way we speak. Of 
course, in organizations and communities, those in charge 
sometimes fall back on conventions and systems that aim to 
force or cajole people into certain kinds of roles and 
behavior. But if we want to move beyond those kinds of self-
serving games, we must look carefully at the talk we foster 
among people. 

FOUR ARTS OF WISE LEADERS 
The Arts of the Wise Leader are four profound yet 
simple ways of breathing life and art into leadership, 
four ways of bringing wisdom (as viewed here above) 
into leadership: Story, Brilliance, Promise and Grace. 
The acts associated with the skilful reading of the patterns 
of life (naming, conversing, influencing, and speaking into 
darkness) are the ‘What’ of wise leadership. We face these 
everyday. The ‘How’ is a matter of art not science; of 
subtlety and humanity, not process and formula. 
In Arts of the wise leader (2007), Mark focuses on four arts: 
the arts of Story, of Brilliance, of Promise and of Grace. 
Each art depends upon and enriches the others. They are 
attuned to the great ideals of the classical age, Truth, 
Beauty and Goodness (as for example in Aristotle’s 
Politics). In his book, If Aristotle ran General Motors (1998), 
the American philosopher Tom Morris, usefully adds a 
fourth mark of living well: Unity. Mark, who is a friend of 
Tom’s, prefers to speak of unity-in-diversity. Diversity must 
flourish within unity if we are to live well. 

Truth, beauty, goodness, and unity-in-diversity are the 
preconditions and marks of living well. Each is fundamental 
to human existence and relationship. Undermine or destroy 
the experience of any one of these ideals and we do not live 
well. Respect and enrich each and we indeed live well. Like 
Tom Morris you might think of these ideals as a stance we 
take towards four dimensions of life – the intellectual, the 
aesthetic, the moral and the spiritual. People live well where 
there is respect and advocacy for truth, for beauty, for 
goodness and for unity-in-diversity. Wise leaders hold these 
four ideals as their intent, like a builder’s level as they set 
out to build the polis or a compass as they chart a course to 
living well. 
So what about these four Arts of the Wise Leader: Story, 
Brilliance, Promise, and Grace. What do they mean, and 
how do they work? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Story 
Through the Art of Story, wise leaders nurture clarity of 
vision and ideas and subvert abstraction, with a mind and 
heart fixed on Truth. Stories are the threads by which we 
weave – we make sense of – our experiences, 
relationships, ideas, interpretations, meanings. Stories 
connect us deeply to who we are. Humans think and live in 
stories. Stories carry identity and culture. 
A vision is a story. A new story can change the culture. 
Stories create new possibilities.  Stories reveal the truth of 
life in a system. 
As numbers are to managing, so stories are to leading. 
Stories provide the primary sources and raw data for 
leaders. As a leader you must navigate with care through 
the ocean of stories that make up a group’s culture. For 
many of us, story seems a little like folklore – something for 
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our spare time, something for the campfire, but not for the 
‘serious business’ of life. But stories give strength, because 
they ground thinking in experience. They subvert clumsy, 
abstract, managerial modes of thinking. Stories get us past 
lists of things we think we should talk about. Stories get us 
thinking about what is actually happening and what actually 
matters. 
Stories birth ideas. Stories invite us to join in. To embellish. 
To improvise. One story leads to another. Pretty soon we 
are in the territory where new thinking is possible. 
Philosopher Fernando Flores, interviewed in Fast Company 
in January 1999, said this: “Can you invent a story in which 
you can be competitive, world-class people? That’s an act 
of committed imagination. Value is not produced by hard 
work. Value is produced by a story. Value lies in creating a 
new possibility.” 
Stories allow a new sense of identity, purpose and 
possibility – a new naming – to emerge. Nobody is moved 
by a series of slides. Bullet points never move anybody. A 
vision devoid of story cannot inspire. You need to be able to 
say, “Imagine if your company was like this. Imagine if our 
relationships with customers and suppliers were like this… 
Imagine… Imagine… Imagine…” The world needs leaders 
unashamed to be passionate for a noble purpose, 
unashamed to stand and be counted when it matters. The 
key is an inspiring story wrapped in integrity. We need 
leaders who know and tell old stories well and who will 
make new stories together with the people whom they are 
privileged to serve. 

Brilliance 
Through the Art of Brilliance, wise leaders nurture elegance 
and subvert conformity, with a mind and heart fixed on 
beauty. By brilliance, we don’t mean IQ, but the capacity to 
shine. Everyone can shine. But few people seem to realize 
where their brilliance lies. There is an art in drawing out the 
brilliance of others. Often it takes just a word from someone 
who sees what the other person has not yet seen or will not 
see. 
So how do we learn to bring out the best out from others? 
We start with our own experiences. We have known the 
freedom of a true word spoken with integrity and care into 

our own lives. We can distinguish such a word from others 
that were abusive, manipulative and patronizing. 
Brilliance is as vital as competence to reputation. A 
professional must grow in competence in the things that 
every member of the profession must master. But we also 
must grow in what we bring uniquely as individuals to the 
profession. Finally, we must add strength of character or 
integrity, for competence and brilliance will count for little 
without integrity. Competence plus brilliance plus integrity 
establishes a reputation of being outstanding. 
A wise leader creates space for people to name themselves 
truly and strongly. But sometimes they won’t see their own 
brilliance. Sometimes it will take a word to reveal that 
capability and potential. The key is again story. Brilliance is 
identified and accessed through story. This is what the wise 
leader draws out: the events and influences, the successes 
and failures, the moments of feeling alive, that are the clues 
to brilliance. 

Promise 
Through the Art of Promise, wise leaders nurture strength of 
character, and subvert weak interpretations of situations or 
problems, with a mind and heart fixed on goodness. When 
we speak with promise, we speak in a way that warrants 
others trusting us. But ‘promise’ has a further meaning; the 
old-fashioned idea of a word that holds out hope. Our sense 
of promise as one of the Arts of a Wise Leader combines 
both these ideas: a word that can be trusted; and a word 
that holds out hope. 
Speaking with promise subverts weak interpretations of 
people and circumstances. When we choose to speak 
strongly and truly, we nurture the capacity for making strong 
interpretations of the world and for acting in them. This is 
one of the highest order challenges for any leader. 
Leaders must and can change the language game through 
the art of promise. Fernando Flores (1999) put it this way: 
“Most people speak without intention; they simply say 
whatever comes to mind. We seldom realize however how 
much we create reality through language. If we say life is 
hard, it will be hard. We aren’t aware of the amount of self-
deception that we collect in our personalities. The key is to 
stop producing interpretations which have no power.” 
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Fear, dishonesty, and immaturity are mutually-reinforcing. 
They are sustained by weak and false language. Leaders 
must commit to people and make bold promises; like the 
promise to call each other out on weak and dishonest 
interpretations. Wise leaders must subvert the self-
deception and powerless interpretations that reinforce 
mediocrity and dishonesty. Wise leaders master the art of 
Promise, that nurtures strength of character in ourselves 
and in others. 

Grace 
Through the Art of Grace, wise leaders nurture kindness 
and subvert status, with a mind and heart fixed on unity-in-
diversity. Grace is treating people with kindness, with 
generosity, with dignity, regardless of their rank or position 
or our own. 
Grace subverts rank with kindness. Grace overthrows 
mindless bureaucracy and sophisticated pettiness with 
small acts of gentle dignity. Grace is kindness, dignity and 
compassion shown to others, especially when they don’t 
deserve it, or can have no claim to it. 
To show grace is to refuse to judge a person by any mark of 
rank and status. To show grace is to ignore educational 
attainment, wealth, physical appearance and prowess, 
popularity, fame or success as marks of a person’s value. It 
is to stand as equal to equal, and to act accordingly. 
Great leaders, known or unknown, leaders who engage the 
hearts and minds of people with integrity and imagination, 
exhibit two deep qualities in tandem – strength and 
gentleness. There is no trade-off between them. Grace in no 
way softens the need to be strong. Leaders must assign 
accountabilities and hold people to them. The question is 
how we do this. Grace reframes strength. It becomes 
strength in weakness. It becomes nobility in humility. It 
takes humility to remain open to dialogue. Grace is the 
antithesis of control. We do not need to control others to 
assert our own place in the world. We know we are leading 
by grace when we stop seeking to control others. 
People believe a person before they ever believe a vision. 
People will believe in a trustworthy leader with a credible 
story. People will believe in a person who acts with dignity 
and kindness, a person who leads by grace. 

A ‘NEW’ CONVERSATION 
We believe a richer conversation about leadership is 
unfolding today among many leaders. It is a conversation 
that is reconnecting leadership with wisdom. 
What might be the territory of such a conversation? 
Bringing wisdom and leadership into dialogue and 
partnership turned our thoughts to language (naming), to 
the ways meaning is generated (conversation), to influence, 
and to the impact of fear (speaking into darkness). These 
are some of the subtle human realities that shape the 
contexts in which we lead. 
What might be the arts of wise leadership? 
We set our hearts and minds on the great time-honored 
ideals of truth, beauty, goodness and unity-in-diversity. We 
call forth clarity, elegance, strength of character and 
kindness in ourselves first and then in those we lead. And 
we do so by the arts of story, brilliance, promise and grace. 
We do not view or employ the arts in isolation from one 
another. Each subtly flows into the other. How do you bring 
forth the brilliance in others? By creating room for their 
stories. By speaking truly and strongly into their hesitation 
and self-deprecation. How do you create room for their 
stories and for speaking into their lives? By small acts of 
grace and kindness. 
Finally, a metaphor to locate the arts of wise leadership in 
the busyness of managing the business. 
As a wise leader you seek to build the polis as ‘a 
partnership in living well’. You have a picture of the polis in 
your mind. You work with the ‘bricks’, the building blocks of 
people, strategy and operations. But no one builds a wall by 
stacking dry bricks. 
It takes mortar to turn bricks into walls. 
Bricks are hard, solid, and impressive. Mortar is made of 
soft granules of sand and cement that run through the 
fingers, plus water. Even mixed, mortar seems so 
insubstantial next to bricks. But the strength of a wall is in 
the mortar. 
Leadership and wisdom are like mortar. 
You bring yourself to the task of building what is solid, 
substantial and lasting, with the mortar of your personal 
presence and weight. Your stories. Your conversations. You 
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speaking with intent and power. You helping others to name 
themselves truly and strongly. You treating people with 
dignity and kindness. 
Brick walls are not what they seem. Look at the face side. 
It’s neat. Cleaned up. That’s not how the wall was made. 
The truth is on the other side. Globs of excess mortar 
everywhere. That’s how a wall is laid and what makes it 
strong.  
Never skimp on the mortar. Don’t measure it out. Throw it 
on. That’s the only way to lay a wall — and to build a polis. 
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