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The Courage to  
Hold Tension in 
Life-Giving Ways

We engage in creative tension-holding every 
day in every dimension of our lives, seeking 
and finding patches of common ground. 
We do it with our partners, our children, 
and our friends as we work to keep our 
relationships healthy and whole. We do it in 
the workplace—in nonprofits and business 
and industry—as we come together to solve 
practical problems.

—Parker J. Palmer
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As the only female manager in her department of a met-
ropolitan county government, Jill Boone was in charge 
of janitorial, landscaping, and sustainability services. 

That meant, in part, that she had to supervise union workers 
who had had a difficult history with the person in the manag-
er’s role before Jill.

Jill knew that her predecessor had not been well liked, but 
now the union reps’ accounts of his tyrannical behavior revealed 
how bad it had been and how it had damaged relations between 
management and staff. Her open, honest questions allowed her 
to understand the situation and opened a space for her to speak 
from her heart and share her hopes that together they could 
create a workplace that would be respectful of everyone.

“I’m really new to this,” she said to the union group. “I’ve 
never managed in a union environment. But I don’t see any 
reason why we can’t talk things through. Why are we at odds 
when we are basically on the same side?”

Jill also extended an invitation to regard her in a fresh light: 
“I may do something that you really disagree with. It may be 
really stupid. What you have to understand is, I may not know. 
It’s not like I’m intentionally out to get you; it’s that I probably 
don’t know any better. Just come tell me; just let me know.”

Her humble stance took them off guard. They were more 
used to the confrontational power play voiced as “Look, I’m 
management and you’re not.” Within the first six months, the 
confrontational attitudes dissipated; relations between the 
union and her department were measurably improved, and 
stayed that way during Jill’s tenure.

“That invitation to come and talk to me instead of going to 
upper management really made a big difference. They educated 
me, and I was really open to being educated. If you’re speak-
ing from your heart, then people open up to you more. They’re 
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willing to have that conversation with you, because they recog-
nize that you’re not speaking from a point of manipulation or 
a point of power.”

Jill recognized that each person’s inner resources should be 
acknowledged, honored, and cultivated. Besides asking open, 
honest questions, Jill was intentional about applying the “no 
fixing” touchstone as much as possible and encouraged her 
supervisors to come up with solutions to their problems.

“The deep listening without judgment is what really opens 
your heart to people who are different than you. Also, not think-
ing you have to have the answers for everybody else is import-
ant. As you move up the org chart, or the hierarchy in work, you 
assume—and people assume—that you’re above them for some 
reason, because you know more than they do. The reality is you 
really don’t. Sometimes you have to take everything into con-
sideration and make a hard decision, but it’s good to have the 
humility to understand that you don’t necessarily know better. 
Just because you’re the manager doesn’t mean that you know 
everything. You don’t have to know everything. Going into it 
with that humility is really helpful.”

Transforming Conflict, Not Managing It

Jill told me one story about how she had to discipline a union 
janitor who was mouthing off and having issues with his super-
visor. Before being reassigned to the job he now had, he had 
cleaned Jill’s office area, so they had gotten to know one another. 
They had often talked and joked in a friendly way. This new 
problem with his attitude didn’t seem in keeping with the man 
she knew. When the problem was brought to her attention, Jill 
invited the janitor to sit down with her for a conversation. She 
asked him questions about what he was going through so that 
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she could find out what was really underneath all of this sudden 
uncharacteristic behavior.

“By being open to him as an individual, and being open to 
the fact that maybe we made a mistake, maybe something had 
happened, we found the answer. At the union meeting where 
people could choose their position by hierarchy, he had selected 
a position that involved being in a different building every day, 
and getting new instructions every day was driving him nuts. 
He didn’t like it at all.”

As it turned out, the janitor could be reassigned to a new 
position in one building, despite initial resistance from the 
union, which Jill resolved by having another meeting to talk 
things through. But she also told him he needed to clean up his 
act: “Come see me and say hi, but don’t get sent here because 
you need to be talked to.”

Jill’s leadership and her willingness to listen and to cap-
italize on a relationship she had already built enabled her to 
orchestrate this tense situation and other win-win outcomes 
because she began with recognizing wholeness in people.

“I still had to be the disciplinarian, and sometimes I had to 
fire people, but I wanted to be able to understand that people 
are basically good. If you come from the heart, to a large extent, 
people are willing to have that conversation.”

There is a tension between the duties of management and 
the aspirations of leadership. Conflict is unavoidable and must 
be dealt with. But awareness of your own and others’ internal 
landscape—being present to emotions in the moment, being 
mindful of the values that guide your responses—makes an 
enormous difference. As one leader told me, good management 
comes from best practices; good leadership comes from deep 
practice, the inner work of gaining self-knowledge. Courageous 
leadership is both.
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We must find a way to live in the continuing 
conversation, with all its conflicts and 
complexities, while staying in close touch 
with our own inner teacher.

—Parker J. Palmer

A Wholehearted Response

When faced with a tension—whether that’s a long-standing, 
unresolved question or someone’s sudden, unexpected behav-
ior—we all have a choice. We can react out of habit, reflex, or 
stress, or we can respond with calmness that allows us to hold 
the tension in a generative way. Either our default modes of 
fight, flight, freeze, or flock kick in—or we decide to choose a 
more constructive, wholehearted response.

A capacity to hold tension in life-giving ways comes from 
being fortified with language, practices, community, and a 
growth mindset so that creative possibilities can emerge. 
“Holding tension” doesn’t mean ignoring it or being frozen 
with indecision. Instead it’s a dynamic, active practice. Hold-
ing tension is the act of stretching open something within you. 
Think of tension as opening the heart and opening the mind, so 
that under tension they don’t shatter: they expand.

Holding tension is an inner process of owning your emotions, 
even processing them for several days if needed. That “holding” 
can be done with people you trust. It’s a process of checking in on 
your feelings and asking whether you’re on the right track so that 
you can overcome insecurity and trust your own voice. It helps 
you move from frustration toward a vision of what ought to be. 
Holding tension, rather than reacting, allows you to take time to 
sit with feelings and thoughts that can lead to a creative response.
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Notice that when you’re holding a tension, there’s an energy 
flow. Sometimes it’s the energy of anger; sometimes it’s sur-
prise or excitement, curiosity, or just trying to figure things out. 
The first thing energy does is to open you. Then you can figure 
out how to use the energy to move to something new. Think 
of the positive and negative poles of a battery. Polarity gener-
ates energy to create power, to empower, to fuel something new. 
There’s no energy in a battery until you connect the poles, close 
the circuit. The tension between the poles of knowing and not 
knowing, for example, can create an energy to learn.

It takes courage to create connections, not only between 
opposite conditions or between polarized people but also 
between head, heart, and gut. Our entire lives are based on 
tension, on the holding of opposites, which is part “practicing 
paradox.”

The tension always feels difficult, sometimes 
destructive. But if I can collaborate with the 
work it is trying to do rather than resist it, the 
tension will not break my heart—it will make 
my heart larger.

—Parker J. Palmer

Holding the Tension of the Moment

Kate Sheppard had a traumatic year that included being a 
civilian first responder to a fatal multicar accident, divorce, 
and depression, on top of difficult times in her work to equip 
emerging and seasoned leaders with change management skills. 
During that year, Kate frequently referenced Parker Palmer’s A 
Hidden Wholeness. His ideas for how to recognize and access 
inner wholeness in the midst of hard times resonated strongly. 
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That inspired her to attend several of our retreats. What she 
appreciated the most was being invited to bring her whole self 
to the moment, without an impetus to “fix, save, or advise,” 
and to build a trustworthy community around respectful and 
meaningful conversation. Those principles and practices have 
changed her as a leader and the way she sees her role in facili-
tating groups.

One day, Kate was working with an ongoing group of lead-
ers who were responsible for departments, branches, and teams 
of hundreds of people. “In this particular month, our meeting 
was on the heels of a mass shooting and also a police shooting 
in our city. We were midway through our program and had a 
curriculum that was set out for the day.”

Kate acknowledged that in the past she would have been 
tempted to continue on with the curriculum as planned, noting 
that her default leadership mode was to be the expert in the 
room. However, she now had a new lens on leadership, which 
she said is “the power of being present and with people on their 
journey.”

So that day in San Francisco after the shootings, Kate rec-
ognized a chance to show up in a supportive and responsive 
way for the participants in her program. She threw out the cur-
riculum for the morning and instead just asked people to talk 
about what they were thinking and feeling about the recent 
events she knew were on all their minds. The first hour, peo-
ple talked about feeling helpless and despairing, but the second 
hour’s talk turned toward what they could do to effect change, 
how to remember to be grateful for what they have, and how 
to be encouraging of one another and their staffs. Two hours 
in, Kate asked the group, What does everyone need now? They all 
agreed to return to the curriculum for the rest of the day.

The result was healing and empowering at the same time. 
Leaders thanked her for creating space for the conversation 
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and for acknowledging that this was not a time for “business 
as usual.”

Kate’s story of taking time to process emotions happened 
to be fresh in our minds at the Center for Courage & Renewal 
in November 2016 and inspired us to follow her lead. It was 
the day after the presidential election, when so many seemed 
stunned by the results. We all knew people who had called in 
sick to avoid work that day or were distracted by angry messages 
exploding on Facebook or were tiptoeing around, not know-
ing who thought what. All nine of us were in the office that 
Wednesday morning and one more from his remote office was 
ready to phone in, but nobody was in the mood for our weekly 
tactical meeting. Hearts were too full for heads to fully engage.

Instead we decided to use that time to share any feelings 
aloud with each other and talk about the complexity of the 
moment. After an hour, we were able to go on with the work 
of our day. And the days after that. We fortified ourselves by 
coming together as a small community, not to fix each other or 
stoke the flames of negative emotions, but simply to be present 
to what was authentic and real for each person that day.

We dug into our inner resources for self-knowledge, we dug 
into our resource of community for connection, and we dug 
into our quote archives to find words of wisdom from our guy, 
Parker Palmer, which we shared outward into our virtual com-
munity: “The spiritual life is lived in a balance of paradoxes, and 
the humility that enables us to hear the truth of others must 
stand in creative tension with the faith that empowers us to 
speak our own.”1

The last of the human freedoms—to 
choose one’s attitude in any given set of 
circumstances, to choose one’s own way.

—Viktor Frankl
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Turning to Wonder with a Broken-Open Heart

As the education director for the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash 
Indians, Sandoval is responsible for forty-five staff members 
who are working to improve lifelong educational outcomes for 
tribal community members. On the day we met, she was hav-
ing a discussion with two early-career staff members about a 
project to expand their social media reach. She was consciously 
resisting the urge to problem-solve and instead trying to hold 
the tension between voicing her concerns and offering support 
for their creative ideas. And she was trying to stay focused, even 
though she was distracted by a difficult family situation she had 
been facing the previous day.

In a bizarre incident two years earlier, Niki’s sister had been 
driving under the influence of nitrous oxide when she struck 
another vehicle. The result was a casualty, killing the driver, who 
was a former teacher of Niki’s sister at the local high school. 
Niki’s sister had been struggling with addiction and health 
issues that had gone undiagnosed, but until then she had lived a 
responsible life with no criminal history. Niki was heartbroken 
for everyone involved. The legal process had gone on for more 
than two years.

The day before we met, Niki’s sister had been sentenced to 
nearly fourteen years in state prison. Niki and the victim’s family 
were present. Niki really wanted to acknowledge them in their 
grief and express her sorrow in person. (She had written a let-
ter to them months earlier, but had to keep her distance during 
the legal process.) On that day, Niki was afraid of igniting their 
anger. Still unsure, Niki walked past the family standing out-
side the courthouse, her head hanging down and feeling heavy.

“Then something stopped me, and I acknowledged to 
myself that I was afraid of doing what I wanted to do as a 
human.” She backed up and walked over to the familiar faces 
and said, “Excuse me, I don’t mean to interrupt, but I want to 
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tell you how sorry I am for your loss. I couldn’t walk by and not 
acknowledge you. I’m her sister, and I’m so sorry.”

The dead woman’s husband came over and embraced her in 
a big bear hug, saying, “Niki, I know who you are, and I know 
you do a lot of good in the community.” He was crying, too.

That decision to speak to the family was the right thing 
to do, for Niki’s own healing and for the other family’s. She 
connected from a heartfelt wish to be compassionate, without 
expecting a reciprocal response.

“I’m glad I made that choice,” Niki told me. “I think I’m 
a lot more willing now to make choices like that. Even if the 
outcome is not what I want, I wonder what can I learn from it, 
how can I grow.”

“When the going gets tough, turn to wonder is a touchstone 
I’ve revisited through this tragedy,” Niki said. “I’ve always been 
afraid of conflict my whole life. But now I’ve been able to look 
at fear, face it, and then try to have the courage to confront it.”

Niki described how her heart “broke open” during the two 
years of legal proceedings and in connecting with the victim’s 
family. The moment she took a leap of courage to express her 
true self was another step in that journey. “When the gentleman 
embraced me, it was such an authentic and true human connec-
tion that I physically felt a release of this congestion that had 
been building up.” Niki’s heart-awakening journey affected more 
than her personal life. It changed how Niki showed up at work.

Violence is what happens when we don’t know what else to 
do with our own suffering, writes Parker Palmer. But courage 
prevented Niki’s heartbreak from causing collateral damage at 
work. It could have been quite understandable, even forgivable, 
if Niki were short tempered, distant, even weepy at times—
but that wasn’t her style. Instead, Niki’s reflective capacity and 
courage created the opposite result: authenticity, wholeness, 
and meaning.
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“This whole last couple of years has just broken me open. 
Only three weeks ago a colleague said to me, ‘Niki, I don’t know 
what’s happened with you, but this year you are different. I don’t 
know how to say it, but you are delightful. You are very pleasant 
and funny. I don’t know why you are different, but you just are, 
and I want you to know that I really like you.’”

Even though they had always had a good relationship, Niki’s 
colleague recognized a surprising, paradoxical change. Niki 
tried to name it: “In one sense, I’ve been broken open through 
the darkness. One of the lessons my sister has taught us as a 
family is that you really have to relish every moment because in 
the blink of an eye your life can change. She has been living in 
a concrete box for the last two years when before she had lived 
a life of freedom. Things like birthday parties or going to work 
in the morning, things that we would think are mundane, they 
are really not; they are gifts at every opportunity. It’s how you 
approach them that makes all the difference.”

A Triad of Touchstones

In all my interviews, three touchstones stood out as the keys 
leaders have come to use when facing challenges: turning to 
wonder when the going gets rough, resisting the urgency to fix 
or save others, and asking open, honest questions. Setting aside 
judgment and remaining curious create a growth mindset. Real-
izing that some situations are not yours to fix results in more 
patience and perspective. You can at least ask yourself, What can 
I learn from all this? And when you can access a calmness to 
proceed, you can also access more generative questions. You can 
stay engaged in the challenge without giving up. Rather than 
either-or polarized choices, a third way can emerge.

A certain story kept coming across my awareness that 
seems to reinforce the value of beneficial curiosity, especially 
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in troubled times. Do you know the legend of Perceval and the 
Fisher King? (There are many versions.) Perceval is a teenager 
who grew up hearing tales of King Arthur and the Holy Grail. 
When he is finally old enough, he goes to the castle hoping to 
become one of the brave knights. But times had changed, and 
the glory days were gone. The king was injured in the groin and 
thus unable to procreate, and he had fallen into deep despair. 
Without the bright leader, the kingdom also fell into ruin. Per-
ceval wants to ask the king what’s wrong, but he doesn’t want to 
be rude, so he goes to bed without saying a word. He wakes up 
and finds that the kingdom is deserted. Perceval leaves, setting 
out on his own quest for the grail. He comes to find out that 
if he had asked the question, the king could have been healed. 
Years later, Perceval returns and finds the old king alone on the 
riverbank fishing. This time Perceval asks the question, What 
ails thee? A spell is broken, and instantly the king and the king-
dom are restored to health.

I learned that Perceval’s name comes from the phrase “pierce 
the valley” and represents the concept of piercing through polar-
ities, past the dyad of one and two, and across the threshold to 
three—the triad, the triangle, the structure that creates space. The 
triad gives us a beginning, middle, and end; dawn, noon, dusk; 
past, present, future; input, output, throughput; fight, flight, for-
tify. The triangle is seen in countless corporate logos, signifying 
a message of wholeness, strength, stability, and process. 2

Perceval’s story confirms both the importance of asking 
good questions and the consequence of the unasked question. 
But it also speaks of the journey each person must take to 
become aware of self and of others. Leadership is being able to 
find the way through.
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A Caution About Wonder

A problem arises when we take “wonder” and “no fixing” too 
literally and refuse to apply the third touchstone, which is to 
ask open, honest questions. There’s a fine line between having 
patience while someone explores his dilemma and not waiting 
too long before offering support to help him come through to 
the other side. Please don’t use turning to wonder as a reason to 
lapse into benign neglect or to ignore someone’s suffering. How 
do you know if he’s stuck? When he seems unable to access his 
inner resources. Beneficial curiosity is called for, and compas-
sion. That can start with a question: What ails thee? This doesn’t 
translate into “Here, let me fix things for you.” It translates into 
“I see you are suffering. What’s that about?”

Follow-up questions can unlock options for moving for-
ward, as Mike’s questions did with Bob (chapter 8), as Jill’s did 
with the janitor, converting the typical polarity of management 
and labor into a positive resolution. Even Kate began with a 
question that shifted the energy toward healing: How are you 
feeling about the violence you’re seeing? Then she asked the fol-
low-up question, What would you like to do next?
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