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Ruah Spirituality




The word Ruah is used to describe the breath of God. The two syllables mimic the sound of breathing out and then in, of giving and receiving. The word reminds us of the need for life to flow rather than be forced. There are times when we need to give and times when we must receive. There are times when the focus need to move out and times to move back to the centre. The act of breathing in and out reminds each person of their connectedness and dependence, moment by moment, on the energy that sustains life. Ruah takes each person into the mystery of a shared life and away from that brittle independence that is celebrated so much in secular culture. Young people need to be reminded of this deeper spirit and their dependence on it if they are to escape the superficial culture that surrounds them in the imagined world of the media.

In Christian thinking this breathing out and in of the spirit is an expression of God who always makes the first move, breathing out life. The story of Jesus, is God breathing into our lives to become one of us, in order for us in our turn to breathe in God’s spirit and share it with each other. For Christian leaders this is an invitation to make the first move in showing loving kindness to others, initiating conversations, encouragement and forgiveness. The breath of the spirit moves in every conversation and in each relationship. It connects us to an eternal moment in an ordinary event. All that needs to change is our own awareness that when we are moved to encourage, forgive, celebrate or suffer for the good of others then the breath of God is moving within us. Spirituality and life experience have entered an eternal embrace.

Respect

Respect means to literally to look at something again. It has come to mean the valuing of people and things and refraining from damaging or ignoring what is of value. For Christians respect comes from people’s dignity as children of God. Ungrateful and disobedient young people do not forfeit their dignity and need to be treated with respect. Even when they need to be disciplined it must be done reasonably and with a calm and clear logic rather than an angry emotional outburst. Respect also implies the need for leadership to consult and take others views into account in most situations. There is also a dimension of recognising effort and respecting the energy and commitment that individuals and groups bring to their work. Praise and encouragement, well timed and specific is a leadership gift that recognises the spirit in situations and celebrates it. Even the usual exchange of a smile or a hello in a corridor is an expression of respect that resonate with an awareness of a spiritual reality in Christian communities. The holy ground of God’s presence is the reality that gives eternal value to everything we do. Respect grows when the dignity of each person is guarded and celebrated in Christian schools and projects.

Understanding

To understand is to grasp the significance of something. To come to an understanding with someone is to have a clear and agreed way of working together. Both of these senses of the word are important in animating a community of Christians. To understand significance implies that a leader has time to reflect on events, accidents and opportunities. Patterns of behaviour, the success of projects, the mood of staff and the changing energy levels of a community all require understanding because they carry a lesson that might lead to a deeper wisdom. Understanding is not simply about the management of surface events but discerning the deeper currents of the spirit and the way that the spirit needs to be set free. Thinking time and thoughtful conversations are central to the leader’s role in understanding the community.

To come to an understanding with individuals and groups that is clear and reasonable is a vital strategy in leading with spirit. Understanding the limitations, thoughtlessness and immaturity of young people can help establish reasonable expectations that stretch their growth but never set them up to fail. Understanding colleagues and the particular pressures they carry can help a leader support and challenge more effectively. This understanding is part of the process of walking with individuals and groups that will be explored in the Gospel models of leadership dealt with later.

Affection

As a style of leadership animation depends upon the ability of the leader to express warmth and affection even if they have hard decisions to make. The underlying logic of this aspect of leadership lies in the establishment of strong relationships that can survive the burden of bad news. If a person knows that the leader genuinely cares and appreciates them they are more likely to hear the invitations to growth and the criticisms that leader may offer. The leader who can move beyond the role to a relationship of affection will do more good and much less harm than the cold and distant managerial leader. The expression of warmth and affection is a long term strategy, a daily drip feed of conversation, affirmation and consultation that recognises the value of colleagues and young people. Only when people know that they are appreciated and recognised with affection will they reach deeper into their own spirit to find the energy for change and development. Another aspect of affective life that enhances leadership is the ability to express sorrow and vulnerability at the right time. A leader who is never wrong is not easy for colleagues to relate with. The ability to admit mistakes and ask forgiveness models the value of relationships above efficiency in building community. Affection is not measurable in an OFSTED format but it is part of the indispensable energy of the spirit that needs to be recognised in Christian community.

Humour

Humour seems an unlikely component of animation and leadership. Don Bosco recognised humour as central to holiness. In his schools and projects he used to say, Here we make holiness consist in being cheerful. This might seem strange at first. Leaders who maintain a constant smile fixed on their faces are seen as mad or just not realising where the problems are. The ability to relax, to laugh and smile, even at setbacks can be a virtue in a leader. First of all it can ease the panic in certain situations. It can open up a relaxed and more affectionate atmosphere. Humour can defuse tension in discipline situations and relieve the stress among colleagues. There is an energy liberated in genuine laughter that feeds the whole community. Such humour places people in the present moment as a time to be celebrated and received as a gift. It connects with a deeper sense of shared life and togetherness and its absence for long periods is a sign that something is wrong in the community. With humour a community can also create celebrations, formal and informal that can move people off the agenda of targets and timetables to moments of gratitude and relaxation. The leader who never celebrates with individuals and groups will probably not be animating effectively.

The four animating attitudes as one

These four attitudes, taken together, amount to a faith journey for the leader. Each one is a gift and a challenge. For one leader humour may come easily and yet affection may be difficult. For another leader respect for individuals may be second nature but expressing that respect in affection could be a hard challenge. In trying to live these values the leader will find their own strengths confirmed and their weaknesses exposed. Hidden in the animator’s skills is a pathway to spiritual growth, to fullness of life. The leader’s vocation is both gift and challenge. All Christian vocations begin by affirming giftedness and then lead to growth through weakness. “We rise to heaven on the stepping stones of our own failures” one Salesian priest wrote. The way of leadership is therefore a way of self emptying and trust in the spirit that calls to work with the young. These four attitudes are simply an illustration of that mystery at work in the lives of skilled professional leaders.

