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Organisation and Love

An exploration of practise.

Part 1

Organisation

This is my story about the collapse of WHHA, the place where I worked for 14 years, as Deputy Chief Executive, until last summer.

 WHHA is dying, and its death throes are gathering pace.  Following agreement by the Minister to enable the Housing Corporation to guarantee bank loans of £3 million, the Chief Executive (Anna) and the Director of Finance (Douglas) were summarily dismissed by the Board, and Douglas was also threatened with disciplinary action.

The Housing Corporation had obviously gone into it’s ‘intervention’ mode and the morning after Anna was sacked, the new General Manager (Greg) was already in her office.  

The following morning I was in WHHA and happened to see Roger (the Chair of the Board) sitting at a desk, he doesn’t normally come to WHHA during office hours. ‘Ho, What are you up to?’ I said, and he told me, ‘Sending an email to all staff’.  ‘Anna’s gone, there’s no cash’ he said, ‘we haven’t paid the landlords for 2 months, HACAS (external consultants) think we have an underlying deficit of £0.8 million and by the end of the year the budget deficit will be £2.3 million!’

A Board member later told me (in confidence) about the meeting with lenders the previous week.  The meeting had gone well, confidence was rising and it looked OK for the cash drawdown. Then at the end of the meeting when the lenders had left the room, Douglas produced a letter, which showed that HACAS disagreed with the cashflow presented earlier. Shock, horror, and the lenders were quickly asked to come back into the meeting, confidence lost, and no cash.

At the Board meeting the following Monday, Anna had agreed that this error had shown a serious lack of judgement on her part and I assume that this was the hook on which the Board’s subsequent decision was hung. Alongside the need to restore confidence in the financial markets by removing 2 key Directors there was also a discussion about removing the Development Director (Eamon) on an unrelated matter, but that decision was not made.

There were 4 Directors who made the original decision to go with the new IT system, which ultimately caused this crisis, Anna, Douglas, Eamon and me. It was Douglas and I jointly who made the initial recommendation. I had handed in my notice in January, which expired in July - 4 months ago, and Asit was subsequently appointed to my post.  Last Christmas, no one could have known that following the Housing Corporation’s decision to make a special investigatory visit which happened in May, that by August WHHA would be on the point of collapse and by November it would have collapsed.

At the staff meeting two days after the dismissal of the two Directors, I’m told that a shop steward asked ‘What about external consultants, they should not continue to benefit from consultancy with WHHA’, and in reply Roger said that he had asked Asit not to employ any more consultants. So then Asit telephoned me and asked for the front door keys, the mobile phone and the computer, and said that he could not give me any more work and that I should finish off the projects I am doing, and not to come into the office. So in effect, I have also been dismissed too.  

Asit is too keen to get me out of his hair, and the stories he tells differ from the stories others tell, and he is being very careful not to say anything to me about how he is approaching this very difficult situation. 

I had written to Anna immediately I heard her news, to say how much I appreciated her, and her management style.  As I wrote, I wondered what must she be feeling.  She sent a ‘thank you’ card by return of post saying that she expected to have a big party in the ‘Tricycle’ before Christmas and that she was taking the opportunity to decorate her house before ‘launching herself as a regeneration consultant in January’.  Anna is cool.

I can’t help feeling that there is some justice in Douglas being asked to leave.  He had very strong views about the capability of staff in my directorate and usually I disagreed, thinking that his management practices left a lot to be desired, and as Anna watched the conflict tended to escalate, and nothing changed. It may be unpleasant to feel satisfaction in another’s downfall, but I saw the possibility of it coming many months ago and neither he, nor Anna, accepted any truth in what I said.

Eamon was promoted from Development Manager to Director in several stages as I moved over from the responsibility of managing 2 directorates. I have been inordinately proud of this succession planning, but now I am sorry for all the pain that Eamon has been suffering. He has watched the Housing Corporation remove grant funding, and his staff numbers dwindle as he has had to front WHHA’s failures and maintain its reputation with Local Authorities.  I was present recently at one of these meetings with a Local Authority, and the way he faced the weight of questioning which inevitably pierced into his own feelings of failure was admirable. Now reputation no longer matters and WHHA will be merged with another organisation.

There were 85 staff in this organisation.  There may be a fewer now, but there are a lot of careers and mortgages at stake here.  

Greg is in charge at WHHA now. I know him and others have heard of his reputation.  A small man who appears to enjoy his power, capable of jovially chopping off your head. He did say to me how very sad it was; he has known Anna (and me) a long time.  I remember the day Anna and I went to see him when he was the Housing Corporation Regional manager in 1987. We had been told that his style was to shout quick fire questions and expected sure strong answers, so we got an excellent presentation together and made that initial good impression. It worked and he subsequently visited the organisation and supported us over a number of years. Now look what he is doing.

Relationships on the ‘outside’

Last night Anna telephoned me.  She said (confidentially) that she had been asked to attend a disciplinary meeting in January. She wanted help with information because she was unable to go into her office.  They are only offering her 3 months salary, even though we had agreed a 6 months notice period for all Directors some years ago, but apparently her contract had not been rewritten. After 27 years of building and sustaining the organisation, only 3 months salary in return for a resignation, unbelievable! She said that the Housing Corporation was very angry at the magnitude of the financial package needed to keep the organisation afloat.

It was so good to talk to her. Even though we have never been best buddies, we worked together for 14 years through the good times and the bad.   I spoke to her several times during the 4 months leading up to this crisis, and she was emotionally unreachable and calm, taking a positive view of the long term outcome.  I said to her during that time, ‘Surely you would be glad not to 

have to go through another WHHA crisis?  Each time they get bigger and the effects are more momentous.  It (the stress) takes such a toll on the body’.  All she said in reply was,  ‘I do not know what I would do without tai chi.’  And ‘In the long run, I know that we (the organisation) will be stronger and better for all of this.’  Anna stays very positive, she never says ‘Isn’t it awful?’ or indicates what could be (or could have been) done better.

The Chair had reportedly asked Anna six months ago if there was anything she wanted to say to him about Douglas (as Director of Finance) and she had said ‘No’.  This report fits with what I know of her.  She prefers to speak only the best of a person and the ultimate positive outcome of their actions, than be disloyal or judgmental. If she cannot speak well of a situation, then she does not speak at all.  My reports indicated that she spoke little at Board meetings during the crisis, but mainly sat pale and tense looking throughout the proceedings.  

I feel angry about her failure to take action.  I have felt this frustration many times before, this feeling that ‘someone’ ought to do something.   Most times I’m sure my impatience was better for being tempered with patience. In Director’s Team Anna appreciated a well-argued case, the better argued then the more likely she was to indicate support.  The issue might include factual information, but provided the internal logic was there, facts were not so important. I was usually coming from the ‘doing’ and ‘intuitive’ perspective, and this was no match for verbal reasoning.  Anna relied on what she was told rather than direct knowledge of the day-to-day business, so it meant that any old ‘spin’ would do and she had no alternative reality with which to inform a decision of her own.  So she did not make decisions but waited for outcomes to emerge. I do not think that this is a sustainable position for the Chief Executive of an organisation with an annual £38 million turnover and a budgeted surplus of £0.5 million.

Last night I said to her on the telephone, it might have been different if HACAS had come in (to take over the Finance department) at the end of August or the beginning of September. ‘Yes’ she said,’ But there is no point in going over it now.’  Bloody typical, she just won’t chew it over!’

Nevertheless it was so good to talk to her because I had not had real contact with her since she telephoned me from Australia to say ‘Good bye and thank you’ the day that I left WHHA.  Such a nice thing to do.  And she is good to talk to, always has an angle that is interesting.  She sounded stronger, probably because she is angry at being called to a  ‘disciplinary meeting’.  I am, and will be, there for her if she needs any help.  Its unlikely that she will take up my offer because of the way she is, but she needs to hear that all the same.  We agreed that Eamon and Asit are very afraid and how understandable and horrible their positions must be, and she wanted to hear about the support that staff have for her, and how Michelle (crazy American) wanted the staff to strike on her behalf.

The most senior ex-Directors at WHHA make an odd pair.  I got the impression that most of the time she thought I was a real nuisance, and yet I think that she trusted me.  When I handed her my resignation notice, she looked at it as if it was dirty and smelly and said, ‘I really don’t want this’.  Perhaps I did not tell her often enough how much I admired her understanding of strategic and policy issues, and her way of treating everyone with respect.  She is an extraordinary woman with whom I have found it difficult to feel a mutual connection, but with whom there is a lived relationship developed through a shared commitment to WHHA’s aims and values, and which may – but may not – continue outside the organisation.

Personal integrity

Working in WHHA taught me so much about doing deals. It took ages for me to learn the basics of negotiation.  I hold tight to my principles and won’t let go, get upset about losing and often I can’t see out of the end of an obsessional tunnel. 

Very gradually I learned separate the person from the task, and to give in order to get.  Learning not necessarily giving now to get now, but taking the longer view of giving in the present to get something unspecified but better in the longer run. 

One of the principles of WHHA is to pay people well, sometimes above the market rate, and to facilitate their personal and career development.  That means often bending the rules – not always – and not necessarily in ‘big’ ways, but bending just the same. An example of this would be agreeing to staff leave for 6 weeks to go home to the Caribbean, when the rules say a minimum of 5 weeks. Another example would be sending the Finance Directors PA on a Counselling course for 2 years – skills that have little to do with her job.  Over and over this happened.  The last example was Anna going to Australia to visit her family for 4 weeks when the Housing Corporation letter was expected.  Not being there when the BIG first meeting happened between the Directors, the Board and the Housing Corporation.

Usually both the staff and the organisation benefited from this approach.  We pump primed and took risks that other RSL’s would not.  We could afford to take risks because if we did not, we said that we would ‘die’ anyway.  Flying by the seat of the pants, that’s what it felt like.  Anna had this theory that WHHA attracted a particular sort of staff member who was willing to take certain sorts of risks. 

I have benefited in all sorts of ways.  Nice hotels at conferences and leave requests never refused, fully funded to do a Masters degree, and receiving a generous settlement when I left the organisation.  Not wrong in terms of custom and practice within the Housing Association movement, but not quite right either.  It wasn’t until I realised that I would be happier giving the computer back than entering into an argy-bargy that the penny dropped.  Somewhere along this continuum I have lost some of my integrity.  I would be MUCH happier giving the computer back, losing my privileges and my retainer, than continue with this feeling of being slightly dirty. I did not realise how I felt until I imagined what it would be like to just give it up, then I felt cleaner, freer and altogether better. A clear conscience now is more important to me than the money.

What’s been happening to my values over these years at WHHA?  In a changing organisation putting old ways on one side is necessary.  Learning to give and take, to wheel and deal, is not in itself a bad thing to do.  It involves ‘going lightly’, going ‘with the flow’, learning and listening to others, being flexible and tolerant, expanding.  Dialoguing is like this, communication that does not hold to fixed positions is a ‘good thing’ to do – isn’t it?

When I joined WHHA I needed to learn to be open to change, but now the question is, ‘How far did I move away from my values in this constantly changing organisation?’  My ‘high’ principles, like ‘high’ art, get lost in everyday contestation.  How can I live my contradictions in such a way as to include loving inquiry?

More on relationship

I feel now, several weeks later, as I did on that first morning after the dismissal.  I feel the gap in leadership that now exists for all the staff, and disempowerment of the remaining two Directors.  I am closest to Eamon.  He says he feels very insecure.  There is no discussion with either him or Asit about the new partnership arrangements that are being made with PCHA (or Genesis as it has been renamed!).  They have no idea if they will be made redundant in the new structure, and I am sure no one has got as far as to think much about the staffing ‘detail’.  

I had to remind Eamon that the only reason PCHA are interested in taking WHHA over is because of the potential of the development programme and the Local Authority temporary management contracts. Look at the size of their programme, put a spin on your plans, contact all those people we have known for years in Local Authorities, ‘We would not have had a buyer if it wasn’t for your expertise over many years’ Then he recovered himself and started to remember.  We arranged lunch, but it left me feeling desperate, wanting to do more to empower him, and the other staff who are presumably living in a similar limbo at the moment.

As I write this description of WHHA’s fading light, I notice that I started with the financial imperatives and moved on to describing how I feel about people and their actions as the events unfold. 

How could my practising love make a difference in this organisation now?

Part 2 

Love

I want love to underpin my actions, firstly because it was through an experience of unconditional love that I began to find my identity, and secondly because it has become an integral part of my spiritual practise. 

To explain this further I will refer to the Upanishads, which lie at the heart of my practise.   These are ancient Hindu texts, written as poetry to accompany manuals on religious rites and rituals that were first given expression in the ancient forests of India in about 600-400 BC, probably about the same time as classical Greek philosophy was being developed.  Through allegory and metaphor these verses teach the basic principles of the Perennial Philosophy, or the ground of all being.

Aldous Huxley has defined four fundamental doctrines at the core of the Perennial Philosophy, the second of which is:

‘…human beings are capable not merely of knowing about the Divine ground by inference; they can also realise its existence by a direct intuition, superior to discursive reasoning.  This immediate knowledge unites the knower with that which is known’ (Isherwood 1944:7)

The basic principle of the Upanishads is not merely to know about them, but to realise the meaning of the verses as they apply in a particular life.  It is assumed that each individual will experience the realisation of the meaning in different ways.

‘…the Upanishads are not a philosophy.  They do not explain or develop an argument.  They are darshana “something seen” and the student to whom they were taught was expected not only to listen to the words, but to realise them: that is, to make their truths an integral part of the character, conduct and consciousness.’ (Easwaran 1987:14)

Learning, or knowing in relation to the Upanishads, means realising it within on the basis that you cannot recognise anything objectively unless it is first recognised internally.  (Theories about the construction of language would support this.) 

‘On the other hand, neither can we know things subjectively as yet, because that would only be superimposing our own preconceived ideas on things.  The only way we can truly know something is to realise it.  We can become what we would know. “If (one) loves a stone, he becomes a stone; if he loves a man, he is a man; if he loves God – I dare not say more, for if I said that he would then be God, you might stone me” * This, minus the final hesitation is precisely the position of the sages.’ P281. * RA Nicholson 1975 The Mystics of Islam New York: Schoken

This is what I mean when I say I am ‘practising love’.  To make it clearer it might be better to say, ‘I am practising realising love’. It is both simple and complex.  Love in this context is similar to Eros, Plato’s archetypal love through which the ultimate source of all beauty can be realised. 

‘Eros is the pre-eminent force in human motivations…the several participants in Plato’s philosophical drinking party describe Eros as a complex and multidimensional archetype which at the physical level expresses itself as sexual instinct, but at higher levels impels the philosopher’s passion for intellectual beauty and wisdom and culminates in the mystical vision of the eternal, the ultimate source of all beauty.’  (Tarnas 1991 p 13 /14)

In the meditative community, members of the group have been expressly asked to practise and realise ‘love’, using the passage below in a similar way to realisation of the Upanishads. I have exactly reproduced the instructions for this practice below:

The higher gifts are the ones you should aim at, and now I will show you the best way of all:

I may speak in tongues of men and of angels, but if I am without love I am a sounding gong or a clanging cymbal.  I may have the gift of prophecy and know every hidden truth: I may have faith strong enough to move mountains: but if I have no love, I am nothing.  I may dole out all I possess, or even give my body to be burnt, but if I have no love I am none the better:

Love is patient

Love is kind

Love envies no one

Love is never boastful

Love is never conceited

Love is never rude

Love is NEVER selfish

Love is not quick to take offence

Love keeps NO score of WRONGS

Love does not gloat over other men’s sins

Love can face everything

Love’s faith has no limit

Love is limitless hope in every situation

Love endures everything

Love will never come to an end.

Are there prophets? Their work will be over.  Are there tongues of ecstasy? They will cease. Is there knowledge? It will vanish away.  For our knowledge now is partial: then it will be whole, like God’s knowledge of me.  In a word there are three things which last forever:

FAITH, HOPE and LOVE

But the greatest of them all is LOVE

(Script taken from the Bible, 1 Corinthians 12, Verse 31 and Chapter 13)

Please make a regular practice to read this lesson once a day, every day just before you start your meditation.  Also think about how your life has been so far and what needs to be done to apply those principles in a practical way in your life and actions and thoughts and feelings from this moment on.

May you be abundantly blessed to follow the script in your life.  In perfect LOVE and Peace now and always.

P.S. Check your progress every week.

I think this was given about 7 years ago. I have not carried out these instructions exactly as written, but I repeatedly return to ask myself how I might apply these principles in a practical way in my life. To try and realise love in my practise.

Practising Love

The effect of love in my life first manifested itself in my feeling ‘lovely’, feeling high and not thinking, meditating in a beautiful haze and being sustained and accepted. The effect of this was to strengthen my identity, to make me feel able to act independently in the world without the emotional support I had previously needed. 

In the family I had a ‘she’s troubled and trouble’ label, always fighting and being difficult.  In the terms of transactional analysis, if I could not get enough positive strokes, then negative ones would do just as well and I felt at liberty to make as much trouble as I needed to feel OK.  

Being fed by love in meditation did away with that need for trouble, and I also began to withdraw from family invitations to continue to make life difficult for them.  The difference in my behaviour was so marked that it led my sister to join the meditation group 2 years later, and then my mother learned a Christian meditation technique from a book and comes to the meditation group occasionally.

I began to notice and respect my children as people and not just as my babies, and my son started to do his homework in the kitchen rather than in his own room.  It took longer for my eldest daughter to ‘get it’ because she had long left home. Years later, she said that in a counselling session she had been describing me to the counsellor who said, ‘Has your Mother had some significant change?’ and then Suzie put two and two together.

I learned from the experience of ‘reparenting’ my children how valuable it can be to stand at a distance from relationship and not to assume that what I feel is the way it is. It is not in my nature to act in this way because it is not the way I constructed my world as a child or as a young adult.  

I gain the understanding and the ability to do this from spiritual practices including the practice of meditation.  I think of ‘putting myself in the others shoes’ (of realising love) as a way of giving love. It is not empathy, it is acceptance of the other, and that acknowledgement seems to call for an active dialogical perception in the moment.

As I write about this, I am conscious of possibility of making terrible mistakes.  I recall two examples of this. 

The first example was during the time I worked for Lambeth Council.  I was following the practises in the book ‘Love is letting go of fear’. Actively remembering the phrase “Forgiveness is the key to happiness” (Jampolsky 1981) before I opened my mouth in a conversation with a female, black personnel officer during which we disagreed on how to handle a specific work issue, she later she made (informal) remarks to another member of staff, accusing me of a racist attitude.  She was a colleague with whom I had previously had a reasonably good, if limited, relationship. At the time I was horrified and later reflecting on the conversation I could not recall thinking or feeling the slightest bit racist.  The only conclusion could be was that it arose as a consequence of an insensitive misapplication of my practise. 

Perhaps it is obvious, but since that time I have been very careful to put such affirmations at the back of my head rather than bring them into conscious recollection whilst talking.  

The second instance happened at a workshop on management practise (or something similar) at a conference.  The middle aged white male facilitator was being very energised and enthusiastic about some aspect of personal development and organisational change and I remember thinking how true it all was, and wondering if it included any personal spiritual experience for him.  At the same time I noticed that the woman in front of me kept wriggling around in her seat. On the way out at the end of the session, I happened to walk with her, so I asked her what she thought of the workshop.  She said words to the effect the she thought the workshop leader was over bearing and patronising, and spoke for far too long. 

I think these are two examples of how ‘high’ principle can clash with lived experience and can create sharply negative outcomes when put together out of time and inappropriately with experience-as-it-is-in-the-moment.  The phoniness just shines through. 
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