
 1 

Trial and Error: a personal story   
 
Hal Hamilton 
 

I was still in high school when my brother was periodically beaten 
by Klan members and jailed by the sheriff of Bogalusa Louisiana, 
where he was working for CORE, trying to desegregate stores and 
register voters. When I entered college in 1966, I faced becoming 
draft age as the Vietnam war escalated. 
 
These early experiences combined with a can-do upbringing led 
me to pour myself into the anti-war movement, and then fueled 
a lifelong urge to tackle seemingly intractable challenges. Fifty 
years later I’m still curious about what really makes a difference. 
This account is a first draft, of what I’m not sure, and I welcome 
feedback. 
 

Here’s a rough outline of what I’ve written so far: 
1. Family: My inculcated sense of responsibility plus optimism about progress ran 

headlong into the civil rights movement and the Vietnam war. 
2. Campus organizing: We built a movement, pushed military research off campus, 

experienced our privilege while having an exciting time, and wondered what it all added 
up to. 

3. Marriage and farming: Life became real, both very difficult and very grounding. 
4. Community organizing: I became more even more settled in rural Kentucky, apprenticed 

myself to masterful organizers, built a community-based organization that still survives, 
and its effectiveness has been mixed. 

5. Issue campaign organizing: We built a national policy-change coalition, a David-against-
Goliath battle, with marginal results. 

6. Learning from the Berry’s: Among the many mentors who have blessed my life are 
Wendell Berry, his brother, and their father. I learned, questioned, and was held 
accountable. 

7. Opportunities to see through the eyes of others, and to be surprised: I’ve been incredibly 
fortunate to experience farming communities in many parts of the world, and I’ve 
helped create these experiences for hundreds of others, with life-changing expansion of 
perspective. 

8. Systems thinking and the origin of the Sustainable Food Lab: With circles of teachers and 
colleagues around MIT, we launched a global change lab. 

9. Theory U to pragmatism about business as a core structure: From where does systems 
understanding, creativity and inspiration emerge, and can we grow those moments into 
shifts in the business-driven food system? 
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10. The power and the limits of business-led change: Riding a powerful wave that is 
constrained within an even more powerful economy dominated by finance and short-
sighted goals. 

11. Learning journeys shape a path to system leadership: This is our hope, that people grow 
their understanding and cultivate collective leadership.  

12. System leaders, system innovations, transformed system structures: Under what 
conditions does system leadership realize its potential? 

13. Our work is both institutional and very personal: Our effectiveness is both mainstream 
and predicated on our interior condition. 

14. Coming to peace: Knowing the limits of what we are doing, in the face of seemingly 
insurmountable challenges, how do we find our center anyway? 

 
No lessons from social change work are 
directly transferable from one situation 
to another. All I can offer is an account 
of my own transitions, insights, and 
questions. I shifted from activist to 
community organizer because it 
appeared to me that protests and 
campaigns were inadequate without a 
larger base. Later, community 
organizing was still inspiring but seemed 
less effective than it would have been 
without connections to more influential 
people and organizations. I observed 
the crucial role of skilled leaders who could catalyze collective leadership, and so I helped 
organize capacity-building efforts and have been doing that for thirty years.  Along the way, I 
teamed with people who knew how to affect change in large organizations. And I keep noticing 
that my own process of self-cultivation contributes to my abilities to support leadership by 
others. 
 
I’ve always wondered what I and my colleagues have to show for whatever we’ve been doing. 
I’m still making choices about where to commit my energy. I assume that you are also making 
such choices, so while I’m having a dialogue with myself, I assume that you are doing the same. 
 
Family 
 
My father grew up in a depression-era family. His parents had little money but middle-class 
aspirations, and he developed a determination to succeed. During WWII he served in the 
Pacific, from which he and all his peers emerged back into society after years of malaria, 
starvation, and horrifying violence. He had lost a third of his weight and experienced the worst 
that humans are capable of, and yet he believed in the best. When I was born, he was in college 
on the GI Bill and went on to create a city planning career during the post-war decades of rapid 
economic growth, widespread prosperity, and an unshakable belief in progress. He was an 
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archetypical liberal. In addition to city planning jobs, he was a lay board member of the 
National Council of Churches, and during one board meeting he and his colleagues put on old 
clothes and got dropped off as individuals, with no money, to live for a while on the streets of 
the south side of Chicago. They wanted to experience poverty first hand. They also believed 
that they could end it. My mother came from a family that had once had a lot of money and 
although rather conventional in their thinking, were grounded in a shared sense of 
unpretentious contributions to common good. 
 
I soaked up a sense of responsibility as well as a 50’s optimism about solutions to any problem. 
Then the 60’s struggle of African-Americans for justice and the disastrous arrogance of the 
Vietnam War shook my adolescent hope that solutions were to be easily found. My journey has 
been one of discovery, disappointment, occasional certainty about solutions, followed by yet 
more journeys of discovery. I’ve been blessed with teachers who come in many forms, from 
widely admired visionaries to working class neighbors, and including my life partner and my 
adult children.  
 
Campus organizing 
 
If you are from a different generation, imagine being 18 and needing to fill out forms and make 
yourself available to fight in the jungles of Vietnam. This demand faced every single young man, 
and we made our decisions through endless conversation, occasionally stimulated by marijuana 
and psychedelics, amidst a musical, literary, and intellectual ferment.  
 
During the Fall of my sophomore year, 1967, a protest was planned at the Oakland Induction 
Center, where draftees were gathered into the military. My buddies and I deliberated into the 
night for weeks: were we going to sit-in and get arrested? I thought a lot about this decision 
and still remember long nights with Peter, Paul and Mary in the background, plaintively singing 
about “leaving on a freight train, don’t know if I’ll be back again.” I made up my mind to do it, 
rode up to Oakland that morning, and sat in doorways with hundreds of others.  
 
Then along came two federal marshals checking draft cards. I didn’t have both of mine in my 
wallet, so they dragged me off with 5 other people for violation of the federal statute. We were 
fingerprinted, mug-shot, and put individually into cells with two bunk beds in the maximum-
security wing of the Oakland jail. My three cell mates were intrigued to be joined by me, a 
skinny white kid, and after some conversation they were flabbergasted by my explanation that I 
had chosen to be arrested.  
 
I was afraid and curious, but in the end none the worse for wear as we privileged protestors got 
out early the next morning, and eventually some volunteer liberal attorneys got the charges 
dropped. The next few years were ones of continuous intellectual and personal learning, made 
purposeful by organizing an SDS chapter and mounting demonstrations, most of which aimed at 
forcing the university board of trustees to cancel defense contracts. We succeeded, more or 
less, although of course research for the military just migrated off campus.  
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I learned a lot about organizing: dividing up dorms with others, taking turns inviting other 
students in each dorm to join us in a discussion about the war, its causes and how it might be 
stopped. When some of us were brought to a campus trial for repeated sit-ins, we turned the 
trial into a teach-in on American foreign policy. I made my part of the case, although I wasn’t 
fully confident that we knew enough of what we were talking about. I was still curious about 
how our country got sucked into picking up France’s colonial role in Vietnam. I learned to 
explain the war through a lens of economic interests, but I suspected that cultural mindsets and 
the arrogance of power were also in play.  
 
The movement was exciting. We seemed to be making history rather than studying history. 
1968 was a year of “revolution” in the US, Mexico, France, Czechoslovakia and elsewhere. I was 
in Paris in June of that year, and the streets were still plastered with posters and slogans after 
workers had called a general strike on the heels of huge student demonstrations. President De 
Gaulle had called out the army. I became infatuated with a Parisian girlfriend, and soaked up 
the literature of the times, from Sartre to Cohn-Bendit, from Marx to Mao. I was a 
Conscientious Objector after formative experiences with Quakers (and eventually became a 
Quaker), but always struggled with my relationship with nonviolence because I wasn’t sure if it 
was a function of privilege: What would have been my attitude toward nonviolence if I had 
been Vietnamese? And ever since those years of war and anti-war protest, I’ve been very aware 
that my student deferment was the main reason I didn’t have to become a soldier, and that 
university education was a function of class, and that a large number of young men, just like me 
except for the vagaries of birth, were forced to struggle for survival in the jungles of Southeast 
Asia. 
 
I don’t feel guilty of privilege. That would be silly. I do feel the paradox and have always been 
aware of the hypocrisy of people who don’t own their own contradictions. We protested 
against the war and social injustice, but more importantly we sought the contours of a better 
way of organizing society.  
 
Some of my friends got caught up in sects of varying flavors of ideological purity. I tasted some 
of those flavors but had too much of a streak of pragmatism to become a believer. I wanted to 
contribute to tangible change. I studied Marxism for a few years but eventually saw through 
faith in “inevitable” phases of history and doubted that a “class analysis” was sufficient to 
understand economics, let alone the cultural complexity of societies.  
 
I don’t think we ever knew how much we contributed to ending the war and making it riskier 
for political leaders to engage in military adventures. From the hindsight of coups in Guatemala 
and Chile, and attempts at US beachheads in Afghanistan and Iraq, it doesn’t appear that we 
accomplished much that was lasting, beyond the awakening of a generation of ourselves. 
 
Perhaps the awakening of a generation was very important? How do we discern the ripples of 
that awakening? There are no control samples in history; we can’t compare what adolescents 
and young adults of the 60s became and accomplished with another group from the same era. 
It’s hard to tally up the results of what we’ve done.  
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Many of us still feel the desperate urgency of steering human history through climate change 
and social crises. Shouldn’t today’s sometimes-overwhelming tragedies have been avoidable? I 
have a sense of failure that accompanies satisfaction and affection. Hopefully, there’s still 
time…. 
 
Marriage and farming 
 

Martha Henning and I married in 1969 and had a good 
nine years together. We were both in graduate school 
in Buffalo, New York, and I taught one course of 
undergraduates each semester. After almost 
completing my PhD I got tired of preparing for life and 
wanted to live. I also yearned for more physical 
experience, for work that felt productive. In early 1973 
we moved to a farm in Henry County, Kentucky. Our 
old farmhouse had one cold water spicket but no 

bathroom. Tenant farmers had taken the lightbulbs and fixtures with them, so there were wires 
hanging out of the ceilings. The only heat was from two fireplaces. So, we busily installed a 
furnace on the dirt crawl space under the floors, a bathroom on the front porch, and a kitchen 
in a lean-to shed off the house (after we shored up the floor). We moved in in January, started 
plowing fields and had twins in March, and in May began milking cows in an old barn that 
rapidly became walls surrounding mud. There were no fences around the barn so just chasing 
the cows into the barn became a frustrating ordeal. Meanwhile our twins were still learning to 
sleep all night. 
 
We were learning almost everything the hard way, facing 
challenges every day that we had never before had to face. I 
had to unlearn some of what I thought I knew, that came 
from books and summer jobs. When I started raising crops 
to feed the cows, I was full of ideas I had read about organic 
farming. I assumed that if I didn’t use “chemicals,” my crops 
would be healthy and immune to the pests that everyone 
else had to deal with. Some of those first fields were so full 
of weeds it was hard to find the corn or oats, and I’ll never 
forget the deep pain I felt when walking fields after a heavy 
rain, plodding across muddy ditches that had eroded down 
the hill, washing away dirt that would never come back, all because of my own failure to farm 
well.  
 
I became an eager learner from those neighbors who seemed to do the best jobs, and from the 
county agent and specialists at the university. I needed to emulate the best before I went 
impromptu. I tried to be a good farmer. I read a couple of soil science textbooks. I asked 
questions of everyone whom I thought might know what the effects of fertilizer on soil biology 



 6 

were. I also had to learn an overwhelming amount about repairing machinery and barns, fence-
building, rotations of crops, animal nutrition and health, and living within the constraints of the 
weather. One neighbor taught me planting by moon cycles while other neighbors scoffed.  
 
Eventually, I’m very proud to write, the farm became reasonably successful. I borrowed more 
money, bought more land and built new barns. We made our bank payments from tobacco and 
lived on the dairy income. Eventually I hosted a field-day for a couple hundred neighbors, 
during which I showed off some of the latest and best ways to raise crops on sloping land 
without erosion.  
 
I was completely immersed in becoming a good farmer, ironically coming more fully alive while 
buried in a relentless daily grind. Before I started making enough money to hire help, I went 8 
years without missing a milking—at least 2 hours of milking and chores every morning and 
every evening for 365 days each year, even when I had to drag myself to the barn coughing and 
wheezing. One day a local preacher came by to talk us into coming to his church. I said I didn’t 
have time, and he went away muttering, “like oxen in a ditch.” 
 
I also experienced the deepening of very personal and very physical roots in the earth. As I was 
out in the fields early each spring, when I got tired of the drone of the tractor, I would shut off 
the machinery and find a sunny hillside, lie down and settle completely into my body, on the 
ground. Nature was coming alive, waking up. I could feel, smell and even hear the amazingly 
sensual burst of life. Each spring seemed more powerful than the last. 
 
Farming was also sometimes heartbreaking. We generally had between 80 and 100 cows and 
calves. They thrived and produced, sometimes friendly and sometimes not, and some got sick 
and occasionally died. I always felt responsible, but when I was tired and cut corners, potential 
disaster lurked around the corner. Once I came out at five in the morning to round up the 
milking cows and found ten of them dead or near death. The silage that we blew out of the silo 
morning and evening had reached a lower level, in which the feed was highly nutritious but also 
so palatable that overeating was dangerous. We lost some of our best cows because of this. I 
still feel the pain, 30 years later. To farm one has to adopt a measure of fatalism—sometimes 
shit happens—but not too much because one also has to do everything possible, in every 
moment, to care for animals and crops. This sense of responsibility is huge, and a bit of 
fatalism, just living in the moment, is a necessary release valve.  
 

And, during these early years of farming, my marriage 
with Martha ended. Our twins, Sarah and Nathan, are 
still at the center of our lives, extraordinary people with, 
now, children of their own. After Martha left, I was alone 
for a couple of years and only had weekends and 
holidays with Sarah and Nathan. Ever since, for the last 
45 years, I’ve always had a few tears after saying 
goodbye to either one of them.  
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Eventually I met Susan 
Sweitzer, who has been my 
life partner since 1982. She’s 
both brilliant and wise, 
along with a grounding in 
practical aspects of life, from 
designing buildings to 
meeting agendas. Susie 
grew up as a Quaker and just 
naturally likes people, 
including her former 
neighbors in Appalachian 
Eastern Kentucky where she 
had lived with no running 
water, but with the 
friendship and support of her neighbors who had little education but lots of knowledge. Susie 
has long been my most important thinking partner, sometimes working together and always 
helping me stay rooted in what is most important.  
 
Susie already had a son, Andrew, and we have Margaret together. We, our four kids and five 
grandchildren are all now on the west coast. 
 
Community organizing  
 
During the 1980s, when a “farm crisis” hit the Midwest, I found opportunities to scratch my 
activist itch. We had a “farm crisis hotline” in our farmhouse kitchen, which people would call 
looking for advice and counseling.  At first, I tried being a lone ranger advocate, assuming that 
others would flock to a path of opposition to foreclosures along with policy reform that was so 
obviously right (to me). I had learned of “penny auctions” from friends in Minnesota and Iowa, 
a tactic they borrowed from farm leaders of the 30s who banded together to challenge the 
auctions of neighbors’ bankrupt farms. I heard about a KY farm family who had to sell out to 
pay off creditors, and although I’d never met this family, I found a little group of friends to help 
me, and on auction day we had TV helicopters landing at the farm, and we bombarded them 
with our strident proclamations about farm policy. I found myself a spokesperson, even though 
I didn’t know the family, and the farm was in a part of the state I didn’t know. Needless to say, 
this “brave” action produced some media stories but very little else. 
 
As I think back to this experience, it highlights for me some lessons that have repeated 
themselves through my life: the limits of righteous indignation and the importance of 
relationships and context.  
 
Realizing that I had a lot to learn, I apprenticed myself to experienced community organizers. I 
learned to listen and spent many hours at farmhouse kitchen tables. With a small group I 
helped create the Community Farm Alliance, and after a few years of volunteer work, driving 
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home late at night from meetings and always getting up at 4:30 to milk the cows, I eventually 
left the farm and became the director of the organization, with local chapters scattered about 
the state along with close relationships with similar organizations around the country. 
 
I learned a lot from other successful organizers and helped form a learning group among 
leaders of rural community-based organizations in the South, Midwest, and West. I soaked up 
the principles of how to lead from the side, rather than from the front, and these principles 
have served me well for the rest of my life. We always tried to figure out who the 
“gatekeepers” were in any community, those whose opposition would kill what we were trying 
to do, and whose support was highly prized. And we watched for people I thought of as 
dormant leaders, respected but too humble to claim leadership, and whose voices were always 
powerful. 
 
Once when talking with Myles Horton at the Highlander Center in Tennessee, he told me that 
he always tried to hold two types of attention at the same time: one hundred percent respect 
for the other person, and a sense of how that person might grow. This guidance seems as 
important to my work with corporate executives as it did with Kentucky farmers. 
 
Our community organizing in Kentucky was only modestly impactful. Even though I was learning 
to tap into the values and interests of my neighbors, I was still bringing my own framework of 
thought to the encounters, the same leftist zeal I accumulated during the Civil Rights and 
Vietnam War eras, an anti-corporate, anti-big, and sometimes even anti-modern world view. 
There’s no wonder that, for the most part, many successful farmers didn’t join. We collected 
the marginal voices and made the best of it. The organization has lasted more than 30 years, 
and I’m proud of that, even while seeing its limitations. 
 
We had a theory of change with two main thrusts: confronting power and creating alternatives 
to the current way of doing things, but it’s hard to take social innovations to scale when one 
alienates those who know how the system works. The methods of community organizing are 
brilliant: careful listening, supporting the spark of leadership to grow in people who never 
thought of themselves as leaders, and creating experiences within which bottom-up leadership 
can be an influential force. But although I remember with great pride the many people who 
learned to speak from a leadership voice, and although we did manage to pass some legislation 
and build some new markets, the agriculture system continued to squeeze smaller farmers and 
impoverish farming communities. It still does. 
 
In recent years one of my saddest experiences was a drive around Henry County, where I had 
farmed. There are now far fewer farms, far less well tended, and towns seem to have evolved 
from centers of relationship to services for commuters to Louisville or Frankfort. The spirit, or 
energy, of the place seems to me to have diminished.  
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Issue campaign organizing 
 
Largely because of my own political orientation toward public policy, the Community Farm 
Alliance became part of a larger set of coalitions and national campaigns, supported at first by 
Willie Nelson’s Farm Aid.  
 
I was nourished by relationships outside of Kentucky: Mark Ritchie was the genius behind 
introducing the 1980s farm movement to organizers from the 1930s, and Mark also brought 
along some emergent activist groups with nascent right-wing populist inclinations. We helped 
anti-government Marlboro guys become activists for government intervention. Arie van den 
Brand in the Netherlands, Pierre Vuarin in France, and several other Europeans connected the 
US farm movement to leaders of local and national policy campaigns across the Atlantic. At one 
moment I got a lot of press for my successful fundraising from US farmers to support Jose Bove 
and other French farmers after they had “deconstructed” a McDonalds in defense of “good 
food.” Closer to home, I worked with Betty Bailey and Michael Sligh to create a hub of the farm 
movement in the southern US, and we brought the energy and wisdom of black farmers’ 
organizations into the movement. We created national and regional coalitions and a 
Washington lobbying office that still exists. We passed some legislation and improved ways that 
farm programs support conservation, sustainable agriculture marketing, and modest-scale 
agriculture. 
 
Throughout the 80s and 90s we all thought we knew what we were against—big business and 
its influence on government. Our solutions were either new government policies or direct 
selling to consumers by farmers. In neither case did we have as much impact as we had hoped, 
largely because we were oppositional and on the economic fringes, and we had little influence 
on the organizations and leaders who made the agricultural system function the way it did.  
 
Lessons from the Berry’s 
 
When I was farming, Wendell 
Berry lived nearby and 
became a friend and mentor, 
as did his father and brother. 
Each of the three of them 
taught me a different lesson, 
and each of those lessons 
endure. Wendell, in 
particular, was part of the 
flow of our years, hanging out 
at parties, helping with tasks, 
and, during my organizing 
years, generously headlining 
fundraising events. 
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Wendell affirms the very best of rural life—a pride in good work, daily joys from nature, and 
mutuality with neighbors. Wendell’s novels and poetry depict a culture that almost doesn’t 
exist anymore, but back then I got a taste of it, working with neighbors throughout the tobacco 
season, and hanging out around farmyards and in town when we could. During the harvest, we 
all had a big meal in the middle of each work day on whoever’s farm we were working that day. 
We told stories, cheered each other through the sticky hot afternoons, and brought our whole 
bodies and hearts to the collective labor. Wendell helped frame those experiences as antidotes 
to the fragmentation of much of our larger society, fragmentation of our minds from our bodies 
and our personal well-being from that of our neighbors. 
 
Many of Wendell’s stories and poems are about the very best of how people can be with either 
other and with the places they inhabit. I got to know some of the people in his stories, and I 
met many others who could have been there. He doesn’t romanticize what he doesn’t know. 
He describes in detail what he knows from experience. I’ve always wished that my work could 
help preserve what is left of agrarian communities. 
 
In addition to Wendell, one of my other favorite authors, John Berger, talks of horizontal and 
vertical dimensions of life. Modern consumer culture generates a fast expanding, global sea of 
data, images, and opinions, available anywhere, any time. Berger describes this ever-available 
dimension of knowing as horizontal, in the moment, without antecedent or context. He frames 
as vertical his most powerful experiences of life in a remote farming village in the French Alps, 
with people rooted through generations in the soil and weather, with both continuity and 
change over time creating a context for thinking into the future. I’m sure that some of our 
civilization’s collective inability to act effectively in the face of climate change is due to our 
modern inability to anchor our sense of ourselves within the flow of past generations, and 
consequently our disinclination to act responsibly toward future generations. We have lost our 
roots and thereby also our foresight.  
 
I once took a long car trip with two Kentucky farmers who had tobacco operations much larger 
than my own had been, and when they started talking about their farm workers from Mexico, I 
wasn’t sure what would emerge in the conversation. It turns out that each of their families had 
spent the last Christmas in Mexico with the families of their lead farm worker. They had 
become friends through working together, and in each case the worker had invited them to 
come South to visit. After discovering this similar experience, they each reflected that they had 
been profoundly moved by how similar life in their worker’s home villages was to what they 
remembered growing up: the close communities, mutual support, entwined families, and 
simple joys. For each of them, these visits were experiences of renewal. 
 
I’ve been astoundingly fortunate to be a farmer or helper on a farm most of my adult life. The 
work challenges and fulfills me. I have always enjoyed people who work with their hands. I’m 
rejuvenated by conversations in farmyards or around farmhouse kitchen tables. I’ve also 
learned that one can romanticize such experiences and, in the end, fail the test of pragmatism 
by imagining that the ills of modern life will evaporate in the face of the superior depth of a 
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more direct connection to community and nature. Sadly (to my own romantic mind), modernity 
keeps charging along. 
 
Ironically, for me, Wendell’s father and brother each provided a useful correction to that part of 
me that could get caught up in wishing for a sort of magical re-emergence of agrarian society. 
When I first got involved in farm organizing, Wendell’s father John Berry Sr. would call me up, 
and I’d hear his gravelly voice instructing me, “Hal, I want you to come talk to me, young man.” 
I did as he instructed. He had been a farm organizer in the 30s and then gone to Washington as 
a congressional aide during the New Deal era, after which he led the largest tobacco farmer 
cooperative. When he summoned me to his office, he actually never wanted me to “talk” to 
him. He wanted me to listen to his stories of organizing voluntary associations of farmers to 
bargain with companies, with repeated, inevitable failures when a few larger farmers were 
always induced to go around the collective agreements and cut deals independently with the 
companies.  
 
Mr. Berry’s lesson was that agreements had to be legislated and mandatory. Farmers needed 
government. Even now, after many years of work on voluntary corporate commitments to the 
livelihood of farmers and the stewardship of places, I reflect back on what Mr. Berry would say, 
and I think that he would remind me that voluntary commitments must, in the end, be 
institutionalized with government rules. 
 
John Berry had become a senior statesman of the rural south, wise and revered. One of my 
life’s greatest honors occurred when I moved from Kentucky. Some friends, including Wendell 
and his brother John Jr., created a large gathering in the state capitol and awarded me the John 
Berry Sr. Leadership Award, the only instance of this award to-date. Upon leaving Kentucky I 
felt completely adopted by Kentucky. 
 
John Berry Jr., Wendell’s brother, had succeeded his father as President and General Counsel of 
the farmers’ cooperative that managed the tobacco system and allocated production quotas to 
small farmers across the region. John Jr. was, like his father, a mentor as well as a friend. He 
and I initiated a very unexpected coalition between public health organizations and tobacco 
farmer cooperatives. We had anticipated the dissolution of the Tobacco Program, and through 
our organizing, that eventually involved many organizations, the companies were induced to 
invest hundreds of millions of dollars in tobacco communities across the south, helping develop 
alternatives to income from tobacco. We experienced the power of unlikely allies. 
 
During these years John Jr. taught me a lot, and sometimes he called me to account. Once I had 
visited with our senior senator in Washington, who privately agreed with a certain policy 
direction I was promoting, but then the same senator came out publicly against the policy, after 
which I published an op-ed in the newspaper exposing his duplicity. John Jr. called me and came 
down heavily. He told me that I had just set back what we were trying to do by alienating one of 
our most powerful potential allies. Simple lesson, but many years later I can still get tripped up 
by righteous indignation.  
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Opportunities to see through the eyes of others, and to be surprised 
 
Luckily for me, I’ve had many opportunities to keep learning. 
 
During the mid-1980s I got involved in helping establish a dairy cooperative in Nicaragua and 
also led a couple of delegations of US farmers there. On one such trip our group was meeting 
with Daniel Nunez at the headquarters of UNAG, the union of farmers and farmworkers. My 
least favorite group participant, a professor from Missouri, offered some rather condescending 
observations to Nunez about the poverty he had seen and asked what supplies they needed. 
Nunez replied something like this: “I know that you feel sorry for us but let me remind you that 
I have been to your country, and I have been to your shopping malls with all they have to offer, 
and I sometimes feel sorry for your inner poverty.” 
 
My own horizons of human possibility have been stretched by these experiences. I recall 
drinking coffee with a Polish farmer in his kitchen while he described being dispossessed and 
jailed by Nazis and then by Russian communists. As he told his stories, his resilience was clear, 
as was an inner light, an enjoyment of life despite having very few material things, a twinkle in 
his eye. I’ve noticed this love of life among Kenyan tea farmers, Guatemalan coffee farmers, 
and Indonesian palm oil workers. It seems quite important to remember that although material 
sufficiency is one very important human goal, there are others. 
 
I’ve also learned a lot about ways that societies organize themselves. Once on a leadership 
exchange during the Gorbachev era, our group drank too much vodka with a Soviet state farm 
manager and listened to his stories of bartering meat for tractors and obtaining market access 
by hosting boar hunts for apparatchiks. I reflected that the necessity of relationships takes 
different forms! During the same period, I was leading a group on a trip in East Germany, and 
we discovered that all rural services were organized through their massive collective farms, and 
when these fell apart in the post-Soviet era, so did services for youth, the elderly, and the sick. 
Breaking up these farms was essential, but dissolving their social services without an alternative 
was disastrous. 
 
One change almost always leads to others. Progress is never linear.  I’ll never forget walking 
outside a Chinese village in 1981. Rural culture was still extremely essential, constructed in part 
around periodic famines. I noticed lines of cleaned rats along with vegetables in the early 
morning market. I noticed a few scraps of plastic and some flashlight batteries in compost piles. 
For thousands of years peasants had swept the streets of villages every morning and hauled the 
refuse to their compost piles, but now they were encountering, for the very first time, 
consumer goods that didn’t biodegrade. 
 
These lessons from periodic immersion in other cultures have been crucial to my own learning, 
and I’ve always tried to create such experiences for people I work with. My hypothesis is that 
system change leaders always need to be able to see through the eyes of others who have 
different ways of understanding the world. I know no better way to grow these capabilities 
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than spending time with people who are very different from oneself, in their own settings 
which are very different from the settings one normally experiences. 
 
Systems thinking and the origin of the Sustainable Food Lab  
 
When a few colleagues and I in the early 90’s designed a leadership program for the Kellogg 
Foundation, we had the luxury of taking time to sift through all the relevant literature first, and 
we chose Peter Senge’s The Fifth Discipline as our core framework. Later, I got to know Peter at 
the time I joined Donella Meadows in her Sustainability Institute and became its executive 
director after Donella died in 2001.  

 
I think that we all have turning points in our lives, moments when 
life changes. One of those turning points for me was my 
connection to Donella and Peter at the end of the 1990s and 
beginning of the 2000s. They each became not only mentors but 
also dear friends. Susie and I joined Donella and others, including 
Don Seville, to establish the Cobb Hill co-housing community on a 
farm in Vermont.  
 
Donella and Peter had both been connected to the Jay Forrester 

Systems Dynamics group at MIT in the late 60s and 70s. Donella was the lead writer of the Club 
of Rome report, published as Limits to Growth. Armed with the logic of feedback loops, fired by 
the conviction that people possess the intelligence and love to create healthy systems, and 
tempered by a Midwestern pragmatism, Donella was one of the clearest teachers and writers 
on systems change available to all of us. 
 
The flagship project of her institute had been systems dynamics models of forestry, fishing, and 
agriculture, anchored in one question: Why do these natural resource economies tend to 
overshoot natural limits and thereby impoverish the people who do the harvesting or 
production? 
 
After Donella died in 2001, our team at her Sustainability Institute invited Peter and some other 
smart friends to help us figure out where to take the forestry, fishing and agriculture models 
that Donella’s teams had created over the last few years. The agriculture model, for example, 
showed why farmers continually increase production in order to maintain their income. No 
farmer intends to deplete soil, reduce the number of other farmers, or pollute water, but all 
those consequences result from the treadmill of productivity that financial and cultural signals 
induce. In the agricultural model, large companies played key roles, and Peter Senge noted that 
our team had had many conversations with farmers and researchers, but no conversations with 
the companies. He asked why. I replied that these companies are the problem. He replied, “so 
describe your conversations with them.” I replied again, “but they’re the problem, the enemy.” 
He asked again, “and how have you been in relation to them?” 
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I resisted but eventually became intrigued. My experience with tobacco and health leaders had 
taught me that unlikely allies could help produce large system shifts. Peter introduced me to 
Adam Kahane, who has facilitated unexpected breakthroughs around the world ever since 
leading a scenario project for the African National Congress (ANC) in South Africa after Nelson 
Mandela was released from prison. Adam was our partner and lead facilitator for the first two 
years of the Sustainable Food Lab. 
 
Adam used to enjoy saying that, “Change from the top-down doesn’t work, and change from 
the bottom-up doesn’t add up.” Adam and I tried to blend the two, with leadership from people 
who were influential along with leadership from those who are excluded from influence. We 
started with dozens of interviews of key players, and after a year and a half of these 
conversations, in 2004 we brought together 30 very diverse leaders from 3 continents, from 
community organizers to senior business executives. We took our core “lab team” on learning 
journeys in rural Brazil, through a vision quest in the Arizona mountains, and into a creative 
design process to launch new projects together. Our founding theory was that the potential 
impacts of what they might do together would be influenced by the degree to which they: 

• Learned to “see” the food system through their very different points of view, and 
thereby recognized the ways in which their points of view were limited by their own 
experiences; 

• Reflected on personal purpose in order to open up their hearts and commitment; 
• Designed and piloted examples of new ways of producing and providing food. 

 
Theory U to pragmatism about business as a core structure 
 
The design of the Sustainable Food Lab was strongly influenced by Theory U as explained by 
Otto Scharmer, Peter Senge, Joseph Jaworski and Betty Sue Flowers in Presence (and 
subsequently in several other books and articles by Otto).  
 

 
Otto had studied the sources 
of creativity for many of the 
world’s leading artists, 
scientists and business 
leaders. His starting 
observation was mundane: 
habitual solutions are 
inadequate when we face very 
complex problems. When we 
encounter challenges for 
which stock solutions are 
inadequate, we sense and 
analyze the system that has 
created the problem, taking 
advantage of diverse points of 
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view; we reflect on what’s most deeply at stake; and we prototype solutions with a mindset of 
experimentation, testing what works before institutionalizing those solutions in new ways of 
doing business. 
 
Using U-process change logic, we designed the Sustainable Food Lab to be a two-year 
leadership journey. We asked thirty people from three continents, from businesses, NGOs and 
governments, to commit 40 days of time over the two years. The group we brought together 
ended up having life-changing experiences together and designed several projects, and they 
decided that two years was not enough. 
 
We then learned (or maybe re-learned) a lot about the long slog of systems change that must 
accompany the creativity of the U-process (or, for that matter, design thinking or social 
entrepreneurship). 
 
Workshops and design sessions are, of course, only the beginning of systems change. They 
prepare the seedbed and plant some seeds. Harvest is a long way off. If we had ended the Food 
Lab with germinating project seeds, I’d now be embarrassed. By now, 15 years later, the most 
successful projects are those that serve a business purpose as well as a sustainability purpose. 
One way of understanding this is that innovations must scale to make a difference, and when 
businesses find some advantage to a new way of doing things, they will invest in doing more of 
those things, and eventually the innovation becomes part of business-as-usual and the system 
has changed, at least some. Projects that are more philanthropic (because they are the “right” 
thing to do), tend to be one-off. Some of our early projects were generated by NGOs, who then 
tried to talk businesses into supporting them; these projects either never got going, or they 
were ephemeral. 
 
The Food Lab became focused on projects and collaborations with businesses because those 
had the greatest potential to have large impact. We did not ideologically decide that businesses 
were “good” or “more important” than civil society. The evolution of our work was pragmatic.  
 
The power and the limits of business-led social change 
 
One of the founding leaders of the Sustainable Food Lab was Larry Pulliam, a Senior VP at 
Sysco, the largest US food service distributor. During early strategy conversations Larry 
reminded everyone of what he called “the power of the purchase order,” by which he meant 
that large companies could require all their suppliers to ensure that ingredients were produced 
sustainably. Over time we came to see the limitations of such compliance-based systems, but 
the attraction of compliance is that rapid change at scale seems straightforward. Larry became 
a leader of a sub-group in the Food Lab we called “The Business Coalition,” and they developed 
an impressive mission for themselves: 
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We then spent many years testing how to operationalize this aspiration, and the team is still at 
it. Our most solid initiatives are frequently designed to sustain a long-term supply of agricultural 
products. For example, if regions suitable for the production of specialty coffee become more 
and more limited because of climate change, coffee companies will be more likely to make 
investments in coffee farmers in desirable regions. Some projects, on the other hand, are not 
driven by supply concerns but instead protect the reputations of companies, especially in 
response to advocacy campaigns by NGOs like Oxfam or Greenpeace, but those tend to come 
and go rather than becoming baked-into the DNA of organizations.  
 
Market-driven pragmatism became the Food Lab’s essence, along with multi-stakeholder 
shared learning and personal leadership development. We never claim that working with 
corporations is the most important way to make change. The businesses, however, are the 
drivers of economic systems. We need the public sector to set rules and make uneconomic 
investments, but we need to also help corporations become accountable to social and 
environmental goals. They’re the organizations that actually process, transport and retail what 
we all want. 
 
But of course, relying on corporations to lead change is a bit like hiking through quicksand. 
Although businesses are the economic motors of the food and agriculture system, they are also 
bounded themselves within a capitalist economy that, left to itself without significant 
regulation, seems to require all companies to grow, frequently by buying-up competitors. 
Competition, under continuous scrutiny from financial markets, almost always drives cost-

3

Sustainability Call to Action
We, business leaders of  global food and agriculture, recognize that we 

influence the way one quarter of  the world’s population earns a living, half  
the world’s habitable land is cared for, and two-thirds of  the world’s fresh 
water is used. With such influence comes opportunity and responsibility. We 
commit ourselves to establish standards of  excellence in social, economic and 
environmental responsibility. 

We invite all of  our value chain partners and all of  our competitors to join 
us in committing to:

• Apply social, economic and environmental responsibility throughout our 
supply chains and in all our processes and products;

• Strive for continuous measurable improvement
• Practice transparency in our dealings with each other and our stakeholders; 

and
• Collaborate on sustainability innovations and share learning with each other.

We offer this Call to Action as an opportunity to leap to the front of  the 
industry



 17 

cutting, which in turn pressures suppliers as well as labor. Nobody in business wakes up in the 
morning with daily goals to impoverish anyone else or push suppliers toward shortcuts on care 
of the environment, but those impacts happen because of inexorable pressures within a 
relatively unregulated competitive economy. 
 
Our Food Lab team works in the middle of this paradox, knowing that businesses frequently fall 
short of what our colleagues in those businesses hope to achieve, but also knowing that  
businesses can make changes in their supply chains that positively impact millions of people 
and millions of acres. As I write this, one Food Lab staff person is deeply engaged in climate 
resilience and living incomes for cocoa and coffee farmers in West Africa and Latin America. 
Another is coordinating initiatives to increase organic grain production in North America and 
improve the rotations and soil health in the Midwestern corn belt and the Australian wheat 
belt. Another helps manage a global consortium of organizations to measure and reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions from agriculture. 
 
We live the core dilemma of this approach: changes we can create via businesses supply chains 
are frequently incremental, constrained by financial pressures on businesses. Despite happy 
talk about a “triple bottom line,” and CEO proclamations of social or environmental goals, 
internal business managers usually resist innovations that threaten the single financial bottom 
line. We’ve experienced many openings in this resistance, increasing over time, but the 
dominant structure is made up of an accumulation of rules, incentives, power relationships, and 
habits of thought and action. 
 
Thankfully, businesses are organizations made up of people, and despite the power of financial 
drivers in this system, people can become purpose-driven change leaders. In one Sustainable 
Food Lab project with a few companies, we’re working on the sustainability of wheat 
production in Australia. Soil health is at the heart of the project, initiated by a grain buyer who 
worried about future supply of grains in Asia as temperatures rise. Over time, one of the key 
players in one company found inspiration in the fact that “my company really cares about 
farmers.” When she faced resistance from a key supplier, who said that their job was to buy 
grain, not to work on soil quality, she thought for a moment and said very clearly that all 
partners in the supply chain needed to get behind the long-term well-being of farmers in the 
region. She had become convinced that farmers needed support to adapt to a changing climate, 
and this adaptation was good for her company too. In this case sustainability was clearly 
pragmatic, and her original spark was a connection between what she personally values—well-
being of farmers—and the pragmatic needs of her company. 
 
When Dolf van der Brink, then CEO of Heineken Mexico, created a workshop for his senior 
management team to articulate their individual purposes in life, creativity blossomed in the 
business. The leadership team for Tecate, a beer brand associated with machismo, decided to 
take on the issue of gender violence in Mexican culture. They courageously told their customers 
that if men were violent with the women in their lives, these men were not welcome as 
customers. One commercial was extremely powerful and went viral on social media. The issue 
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of gender violence became a hot topic. In this case individual purpose fueled corporate purpose 
and created societal momentum to try and solve a major problem.  
 
In Heineken Mexico, the CEO created an environment within which people were encouraged to 
live their purpose (while also growing their brands). Most companies don’t have such CEOs, and 
many people are hesitant to step into a vulnerable unknown. In fact, After Dolf left Heineken 
Mexico the company is now struggling to sustain energy for social good. 
 
Once I was talking about dairy farmer income with a sustainability leader in another major 
company, and she replied with a bit of a shrug: “That’s important for the world but not for 
business.” 
 
She and everyone in businesses needs to be ruthlessly pragmatic and deliver commercial value. 
And, to be human, they want to live their purpose. Therein lies the conundrum: to be successful 
and to be human. When Paul Pollman led Unilever on its sustainability front-runner path, an 
almost-successful takeover by corporate raiders set back progress as Unilever found long-term 
commitments to suppliers too expensive to yield adequate financial returns.  
 
Reducing energy, fertilizer, or water use is always a good idea and usually saves money. These 
are the quick wins, the low-hanging fruit, but not necessarily the most important wins for either 
people or the planet.  
 
Businesses are habituated to turning all goals, including sustainability goals, into measurable 
short-term targets, but as one colleague commented to me, “We’re in danger of hitting our 
targets but missing the point.” He meant that all producers in their supply chains might have 
complied with a basic assessment and improvement process without the most important 
objectives ever achieved. The first stage of sustainability in these businesses always includes 
cost-saving efficiencies and compliance checklists for suppliers, and these can distract from 
more fundamental solutions. For example, when sourcing grain from a water-deficient region, 
companies can require all suppliers to adopt the best water-saving efficiencies. But what if the 
sum of water reduction among all water users in a watershed is still insufficient to keep the 
aquifer from being over-used? Regulation becomes necessary, and companies then must shift 
from fighting regulation to promoting it. 
 
Many crucial sustainability challenges, in fact, cannot be solved without major public-sector 
action, and this realization leads our partners into messy territory they’d rather avoid, but, in 
the end, can’t avoid. 
 
I realize that for many readers it’s easy to be cynical about corporate purpose, beyond that of 
growth and profit. I recently read an article in The Nation ridiculing Paul Pollman of Unilever as 
an example of a claim that, “Big Business Has a New Scam: The ‘Purpose Paradigm.’” The 
author, Maria Hengeveld, sees corporate purpose as a public relations stunt to deflect attention 
from the business compulsion to place profit before anything else.  
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If I look out through the cognitive eyeglasses I used to wear as an activist, I completely 
understand how one would describe the movement to inject public purpose into business as a 
scam. One difficulty with this stance, however, is that it leaves one on the outside looking in, 
without any good ideas of what to do. Some people imagine we could eliminate all big 
businesses and replace them with small local ones. That would likely be desirable in some 
sectors, but this prescription is too hypothetical to be actionable.  
 
My experience is that inside these organizations there are many very bright and values-driven 
people who are testing ways to add social and environmental goals to financial ones, figuring 
out, in fits and starts, how to operationalize those additional goals in decisions about how 
things can be produced, without negative consequences, in closed-loop energy and material 
cycles, by people who are well-paid with good jobs, in communities that improve. These 
attempts are still episodic but becoming slowly systemic, pushing against financial drivers, led 
by truly inspirational people, AND still experimental. Are the new ways of doing business 
enough, fast enough? NO, partly because business cannot pursue this transformation without 
synergy with the public sector.  
 
Success is building slowly. Within the circles of the Sustainable Food Lab we can count, for 
example, millions of acres with reduced pesticides, hundreds of thousands of acres with new 
soil-building rotations, tens of thousands of small farmers in developing countries with 
improved income and support for better practices, and hundreds of company supply chains 
with new goals for water quality, greenhouse gas emissions, elimination of deforestation, soil 
health, and livelihood of farmers. As they approve these new goals, companies always establish 
measurement systems or certification schemes to measure compliance. Advanced companies 
go behind short-term compliance to long-term impact. Danone, for example, has set explicit 
measurable objectives for carbon neutrality and, eventually, net carbon withdrawals.  
 
And yet, financial constraints bedevil all of these efforts, and sometimes make the impact goals 
unrealizable. The pace of on-the-ground impact is insufficient to mitigate climate change, 
hypoxic zones or chronic poverty. But there are few scams within my field of vision. The big 
challenge is a pragmatic one: to re-engineer systems that have evolved to achieve one over-
arching financial goal. We now need them to achieve other goals also.  
 
The current structure of the food and agriculture system will not survive current conditions it 
helps create: climate change, water shortage, and increase in inequality. These are giant 
failures of the market.  
 
The future will evolve from the present, and if we are successful, businesses will evolve within 
much tighter boundaries from democratically accountable government. System leaders will be 
the agents of this change, creating system infrastructure to work together, across sectors, to 
address specific challenges as well as the transformation of industries to meet truly triple 
bottom line goals, and system innovations will start to become proofs of concept for 
transformation at increasingly larger scale. My guess is that the missions and structures of 
corporations will evolve so that business brilliance at execution serves social and ecological 
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purpose. Governments will similarly evolve to better serve public good as they figure out how 
to be more democratically accountable and how to establish constraints on the private sector 
without losing entrepreneurial energy. 
 
Learning journeys shape a path to system leadership 
 
While designing and managing 
dozens of projects in geographies 
and supply chains, our little Food 
Lab team has always supported 
learning, and we keep 
rediscovering that the most 
powerful tool in our repertoire is 
what we call a “learning journey,” 
whose purpose it is to get 
participants to step out of their 
vantage point in the system and 
start to see things from a new 
perspective. These look from the 
outside like field trips. For 
participants, however, what 
happens among those on the journey is even more important than the stops along the way.  
 
One of my favorite moments was during a learning journey in rural Brazil in 2004. My group 
visited a newly built community of little concrete block homes for formerly landless farm 
worker families. We milled around the community, talked with people, and heard about their 
experiences growing vegetables to eat and sell in the local village. I was the facilitator, and the 
way we do these journeys, facilitators have to be assertive, especially after each visit. I didn’t let 
the group drift into chit-chat as they got back on our bus. My job was to get them to be silent, 
journal with some guiding questions, and share one at a time some highlights from their 
reflections: what surprised them, inspired them, and worried them. The pace of interaction and 
thinking slowed. Each person was thinking to themselves. When they started sharing, a couple 
of people talked about how inspired they were by seeing that the poorest of the poor could 
now have homes and gardens. Then someone else in the group offered a very different 
thought, something like, “What I fear is that we have just experienced institutionalized poverty. 
These people are now stuck far away from good markets, jobs, and opportunities for their 
children.” The whole group sat in silence for a while. How does one reconcile such different 
perceptions, both completely reasonable? Of course, there’s no Truth with a capital “T”.  
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Individuals learn by experiencing how 
others see things differently. I once led a 
learning journey in Peru, where my group 
visited very small farmers who lived in a 
traditional riverside village and were 
experimenting with asparagus for export, 
and then visited truly massive asparagus 
plantations run by corporations and 
watered with similarly massive irrigation 

system financed by the government. At the end of a couple of days of visits the group was 
talking through what they had experienced. I asked everyone to think about how they would 
describe the trip to colleagues back home. One corporate leader said that, “I’m going to say 
that everything I thought before has now been turned upside down.” 
 
If certainty is the biggest barrier to learning, then becoming uncertain, and curious, is the 
biggest gateway to learning. 
 
System leaders, system innovations, transformed system structures 
 
One of the Sustainable Food Lab team members is helping coordinate improvement of the 
vanilla sector in Madagascar and Uganda where the biggest challenge for vanilla farmers is 
extreme global price volatility. When prices plummet, many people lose their livelihood. When 
prices skyrocket, premature harvest, corruption, theft, and violence knock all the props out 
from under sustainability projects. Companies cannot solve price volatility by themselves. 
Government has to be involved in many of the contracting and shared management solutions, 
which then requires collaboration among competitive companies along with government 
ministries and development organizations. 
 
Similarly, where cocoa farmers need to be supported through many years of replanting trees, 
businesses can help but can’t lead alone without the public sector. Unfortunately, the culture of 
businesses does not make collaboration easy, and government agencies lack enthusiasm or skill 
to work with one another. Third party “backbone organizations” can supply design and 
negotiation energy, although all organizations must evolve individually to support “system 
leaders” who can be effective both within their organizations and in the larger sector or 
landscape. 
 
This domain is the governance domain of the future: collaborations among businesses, with 
governments, prodded and supported by NGOs, including community-based NGOs who can 
provide voice for those without power and influence. The reason why I call this a “domain of 
the future” is that very few organizations of any sort have the leadership and skills capable of 
making these collaborations effective. Talk is easy. Concerted action violates deeply etched 
habits of behavior. 
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Nevertheless, promising examples of collaboration do exist. Multi-stakeholder roundtables for 
commodities like palm oil, sugar, and soybeans have generated agreed-upon sustainability 
standards, which in some cases have improved production practices around the world. In parts 
of California and Spain, corporate water users have shared water efficiency measures they have 
taken as well as worked with policy-makers to restrain water use across whole regions. 
Companies buying corn or soybeans from Iowa are working with state and federal government 
agencies to support farmers to build soil organic matter through improving their rotations. One 
can find hundreds of such examples, the beginning of a growing trend although still too small 
and slow for the scope of the challenges they are designed to meet. 
 
A couple of brilliant colleagues, Anna Swaithes and Jennifer Baarn, have been interviewing 
people around the world about such public/private partnerships. Anna and Jennifer’s guiding 
question is about why these partnerships frequently fall short of their aspirations, and their 
hypothesis is that most organizations who join the partnerships do not sufficiently support 
“system leaders” within their own organizations. In this context, system leaders are people who 
have skills of personal leadership and change management, along with networks that cross 
organizational boundaries. 
 
System leaders create system innovations and thereby new system structures. Like all 
evolutionary paths, this one is full of experimentation: what will work best? Almost three 
thousand companies have become certified B Corporations and are thereby legally required to 
make decisions not only for financial returns but also for impact on workers, customers, 
suppliers, community and the environment. Drawdown Marin in California organizes synergy 
among all local economic sectors to become carbon neutral.  
 
All over the planet, such efforts are mushrooming; they are heartening but of course not 
sufficient. They become systemic when they infect mainstream institutions.  
 
Our work is both institutional and very personal  
 
One of my long-time colleagues has patiently brought sustainability into the corporate culture 
of Costco, building upon an historic social commitment to their own workers. More than a 
dozen years ago, she created a pilot for vegetables from small farmers in the Guatemala 
highlands, from which a senior executive remarked that he would be able to take home stories 
of his work that his children would be proud of. Even relatively small examples of success can 
sometimes spark a shift in goals, targets, and habits of thought. Pilots are sometimes 
ephemeral, of course. They can dissipate if key people never come to “own” their importance 
to the organization. My Costco colleague has been able to cultivate that ownership in others, 
and the pride that comes from serving purpose. She is very clear that all of her success has 
begun with cultivating herself. 
 
The journey is pioneering and difficult, facing barriers from inside organizations, the larger 
system driven by short-term financial competition, and our own internal hesitations. The 
pathway through barriers to sustainability requires skills like those of a Jedi master, including 
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continual cultivation of self as well as enabling others to engage in reflection and generative 
dialogue as they understand systems and articulate the future they need to create. 
 
I now have two main professional circles of colleagues with whom I explore the personal 
dimension of the work, one from my decades of work in food and agriculture, and the other 
more generically about growing capabilities of change leaders. In about 2010 Claudia Madrazo 
hosted a small group at her home in the Yucatan to begin discerning the qualities of leaders and 
organizations that feed unusually creative systemic change. Our little group of change leaders 
that Claudia convened had different experiences, including poverty and violence in rural 
Uganda and the favelas of Rio, stunted education in Finland, gang versus police warfare in 
Boston, and food systems that impoverish people and exploit nature. We first created an 
informal series of gatherings, just for ourselves, while we distilled the tools and practices that 
seemed most significant (now synthesized in an online Field Book). As with most groups, 
eventually we thought we needed a name for ourselves. Claudia had shared her “Dia” exercise 
for learning through art, and with us she used an old painting of Plato’s Academy, a spot 
outside Athens near an olive grove, where people came to debate, listen and learn. So, we 
called ourselves the Academy for Systems Change. 
 
We also created a leadership program that has spun off multiple leadership cohorts through 
partnerships with other organizations. The most important part for me has been the circle of 
close colleagues, many of whom are world-class teachers and practitioners, from whom I 
continuously learn, and among whom I feel seen, cherished, and forgiven when I err. These will 
read as unaccustomed words to describe a professional community, but perhaps being 
cherished and forgiven is more important than most people realize. 
 
Now, early every morning, as part of my 
own personal practice, I sit on a log, 
perched over the Middle Fork of the 
Snoqualmie River, facing upstream where 
water rushes around a bend, through some 
rapids and straight by me. The river drains 
the snowy peaks of the Cascade Mountains 
and ends up in Puget Sound, near Seattle. I 
imagine that the flow of water east to west 
joins the flow of blood in my body, or that I 
am contained within the shifting mists in 
the folds of the hills. Sometimes my restless 
mind takes over, and then I manage to let it 
go. Sometimes I am flooded with a sensation of extraordinary beauty. When rain drips through 
the trees onto my head, I shiver a bit but also open to it.  
 
I prepare for my morning meditation on the log with Tai Chi and Chi Gong, having learned some 
basic forms from teachers I’m blessed to know. John Milton is one, and his advice about finding 
teachers is to find one “with a strong root.” John is over eighty years old but still sometimes 
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invites large strong people to try and push him, and they are always astonished at their inability 
to do so. I’ve learned that energy practices like Tai Chi can nourish capabilities I never imagined: 
physical and emotional. When younger colleagues on my Food Lab work team describe my 
contributions, they sometimes use the word “spaciousness.” I’m pleased, of course, but also 
surprised. I still carry a self-image that is less satisfying.  
 
I’ve long wondered how to discern the impacts of meditation and energy practices on 
leadership. This is a new area for me. I feel and notice differences in myself and others, but I 
don’t know how to talk about it in a way that speaks to those who do not do much of this sort 
of thing. One thing I notice quite clearly is that many of my most intriguing insights emerge 
around the edge of my morning practice. When I am able to settle into a layer of consciousness 
deeper than everyday functioning, when I am in a more expansive condition, usually on my 
morning log or elsewhere in nature, I tend to slip in and out of this deeper place. When my 
everyday mind takes over, I remind myself to let it go for now, and relax. It seems to me that in 
that back and forth, especially after being deeply grounded for a while, useful new ideas 
emerge. I recall Otto Scharmer’s research into breakthroughs by artists, scientists and leaders, 
which frequently occur through a period of letting-go after having worked hard to figure 
something out. 
 
Another clear benefit of self-cultivation is quality of relationships: the essence of teams, 
organizations and systems. We create and re-create our social world well if we live a purpose, 
understand our blind spots and mental models, anticipate emotional traps, listen with 
authentic curiosity, and learn how to find breakthroughs. 
 
The Academy for Systems Change is one of my important watering holes now, for reflection on 
leadership and effectiveness. It’s also the trusted circle of peers to which I can bring my doubts.  
 
Coming to peace  
 
At the moment I’m working on letting go of doubts and internal judgment: I haven’t done 
enough, and I haven’t always done the most effective things. The external evidence of 
collective inadequacy is clear: war, climate change, and loss of much of what is wonderful about 
the countryside. 
 
Yes, dear reader, I get that my assumption of taking these challenges upon myself is an example 
of preposterous hubris. I have always carried a disproportionate weight of responsibility. This 
weight drives purpose, but it also diminishes joy.  
 
Now in my 70s, as I shed some day-to-day responsibilities, my self-judgments are flowing into 
the space freed by no longer needing to deliver projects. These judgments are a burden.  
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Katy Mamen, a friend and colleague who was the first reviewer of this paper, and who made 
valuable contributions to my thinking, quoted Aldous Huxley to me in the margin: 

It’s dark because you are trying too hard.  
Lightly child, lightly. Learn to do everything lightly.  
Yes, feel lightly even though you’re feeling deeply.  
Just lightly let things happen and lightly cope with them. … throw away your baggage 
and go forward.  
There are quicksands all about you, sucking at your feet, trying to suck you down into 
fear and self-pity and despair.  
That’s why you must walk so lightly.  
Lightly my darling… 
 

An image of Dana Meadows’ dying has arisen with these reflections. Here’s my story of her last 
two weeks. We were in Vermont. Dana was living in the old farmhouse at Cobb Hill, along with 
others, waiting for the construction of our new homes to be completed. Susie and I were 
renting a house two miles away, and Susie was construction manager for the co-housing 
community. A mutual friend of ours and Dana’s was visiting, Bill Liebhardt, and we had Dana 
and Bill at our house for dinner on Saturday night. The next day Dana performed her Sunday 
ritual: cleaning house while listening to opera at full volume. She felt as if she was coming down 
with the flu and went to bed early. Monday morning, she was in a coma, and two weeks later 
she died of bacterial meningitis, at 59 years old. Many, many people still feel the loss. 
 
During those two weeks the doctors tried steroids and she did come back to consciousness for 
almost two days, during which she kept asking if those of us close to her would pick up our 
responsibilities and carry on. Of course, we reassured her. At Peter Senge’s suggestion, we also 
invited an energy healer named Peter Selby to come, and this is the point of my telling this 
story. Peter Selby has the capacity of seeing energy fields. He noticed a lot about Dana, only 
some of which I understood, but one observation sits with me now; he said that it was clear to 
him that Dana had long marshalled all of her emotional capabilities to inspire people that we 
could solve our global problems. Dana contributed her massive intellect to help people clearly 
understand systems: structures and mindsets that result in what’s happening. Systems thinking 
is sometimes a bummer because there are never simple solutions to complex challenges. This 
was “truth-telling” for her. But Dana always insisted on having the last word, on writing the last 
chapter, and that last chapter was usually about love. Here’s what she wrote near the end of 
Beyond the Limits, her 20-year sequel to Limits to Growth: 

“It is difficult to speak of or to practice love, friendship, generosity, understanding, or 
solidarity within a system whose rules, goals and information streams are geared for 
lesser human qualities. But we try, and we urge you to try.” 

 
Peter Selby saw the weight of Dana’s burden. She seemed to sublimate her own desperate 
determination so that others didn’t need to feel the same desperation. During those two weeks 
in the hospital in Lebanon, New Hampshire, Dana needed to let go of that burden. Somehow, 
she needed to be at peace with her own limitations. I know the challenge because I’m still 
coming to peace with my own. 
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In my childhood and early adolescence people worried about nuclear war. That was a moment 
in the growing awareness that we humans might destroy ourselves. Now, as we experience a 
dramatically changing climate, that awareness seems closer to certainty, which most of us try 
to ignore in order to go on with our lives. The psychological toll of such denial must be 
enormous. 
 
Humans have apparently been sublimating knowledge of potential disaster for a long time. 
About 200 years ago the world’s preeminent scientist of the time, Alexander von Humboldt, 
discovered that humans could shift the climate through deforestation and intensive agriculture. 
Susie and I once wandered along the shore in a little park just north of Hobart, Tasmania, where 
we read a plaque about how the whaling industry there had crashed the population of whales 
and impoverished all the local villages—in the early 1800s.  
 
The stakes are high but are humans capable of avoiding disaster? We are smart enough, but the 
obstacle to avoiding disaster doesn’t seem to lie in our intelligence, or lack of it.  
 
People who work for energy companies know, in their cerebrums, that burning the earth’s 
accumulation of fossil fuels is driving humankind to disaster, but they continue. People who 
work for food companies know, in their cerebrums, that processed foods fuel obesity and 
disease. Politicians know that corrupt con-men damage everyone while accumulating power. 
 
So, knowledge is not really the issue. Nor is our capacity to feel. We know that people can care 
for one another. Witness what happens in crisis, when most people turn out to rebuild or 
provide a casserole. Wendell Berry is a story teller. So was Dana Meadows. They each poke fun 
at humans. They each express moments of despair. But they also each old up powerful images 
of redemption, love, and how we can get this right, this business of living into our future. 
 
Perhaps the answer is as simple as the stories we tell while living our best, our fullest, rather 
than our narrowest. As Dana wrote, we live in systems geared for lesser human qualities. If we 
stretch into our best together, and redesign political or financial systems to fit, our children and 
grandchildren will be grateful.  
 


