




[image: Dusting Off Thunderbolts: A quest for the heart of leadership]










[image: Dusting Off Thunderbolts: A quest for the heart of leadership]










First published 2023

by John Catt Educational from Hodder Education,
15 Riduna Park, Station Road,
Melton, Woodbridge IP12 1QT

Tel: +44 (0) 1394 389850
Email: enquiries@johncatt.com
Website: www.johncatt.com

© 2023 Sir John Jones

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior permission of the publishers.

Opinions expressed in this publication are those of the contributors and are not necessarily those of the publishers or the editors. We cannot accept responsibility for any errors or omissions.

ISBN: 978 1 3983 8750 8

Set and designed by John Catt Educational from Hodder Education.

We are grateful to the following for permission to reproduce copyright material:

The poem Yo No Soy Yo (I Am Not I) by Juan Ramón Jiménez, translated by Robert Bly in Lorca & Jimenez: Selected Poems by Robert Bly, Beacon Press, 1997, copyright © 1973, 1997 by Robert Bly. Reproduced by permission of Beacon Press, Boston.

The poem The Invitation by Oriah Mountain Dreamer from The Invitation by Oriah, copyright © 1999 by Oriah Mountain Dreamer. Reproduced by permission of HarperCollins Publishers.

The poem Indra’s Net by Adam Curle from Adam Curle: Radical Peacemaker by Tom Woodhouse and John Paul Lederach, Hawthorn Press. Reproduced by permission of the publisher and Estate for the author.











TESTIMONIALS

“Inspiring, exciting, empowering, original – John Jones will lift your spirits and change your life. He is extraordinary. This is an important book.”

Gyles Brandreth, author and broadcaster

“To hear John Jones speak has been and remains an inspirational tonic for any leader. The melodies and tunes which spill out of each page will be a constant companion, reminding you not just how to survive but also how to help your people thrive and enjoy their lives. A spellbinding book.”

Sir Tim Brighouse, educationalist









“The minute we believe that we are the source of that which comes through us…that’s when the gods start dusting off their thunderbolts. At the same time, humility must not become passivity. You and I may only be mortals, with all the foolishness and fallibility that that state implies, but we’re mortals made in the image of heaven. The gods can’t do their work without us” – Steven Pressfield, author
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INTRODUCTION: COMMUNICATING THE UNKNOWABLE

“[Music] gives soul to the universe, wings to the mind, flight to the imagination, and charm and gaiety to life and to everything” – attributed to Plato

On a grey Manchester day, I sat enthralled by the magic Benjamin Zander was weaving. Crouched at a white grand piano with his back to the audience, the renowned conductor and musical director of the Boston Philharmonic asked 200 people not to take their eyes off…his buttocks. Intrigued, I watched as he mimicked a seven-year-old beginner plodding his faltering way through a few phrases of a short piece by Mozart, mistakes compounding his clumsy, heavy emphasis on each note. Zander then repeated the piece in the way our learner would play it as an eight-, nine-, 10- and finally an 11-year-old. Fastidious practice was clearly paying off and the difference between each rendition was stark.

The maestro talked us through the player’s journey of discovery. Having started out, as the comedian Eric Morecambe once explained to the renowned pianist André Previn, with “all the right notes just not necessarily in the right order”, the young learner’s mistakes reduced steadily over time. But the real improvement lay in the way the increasingly experienced player shifted the musical impulses from every single note, to every fourth, then every eighth, until the now-practised pianist was able to apply one impulse to the whole piece. He had travelled from a point where he was trying to master and control the music and its muse technically, to a place where he was finally able to let them control and move him. The pianist had begun to grasp the “feel” of the piece, Zander explained, and what the composer was actually trying to say.

The late Sir Colin Davis, conductor of the London Symphony Orchestra, once observed that all the conductor has to do at this moment is hold back and not get in the way, because Mozart is “doing all the work”. The physical impact on Zander was startling. Unable to sit still now that the muse was upon him, the upright, rigid, “two-buttock” performer had become transformed. Gliding along the keyboard, his head bowed and almost touching the keys, he began to shift and sway, first one way and then the other, in a contorted celebration of Mozart’s power. He was in a different place now. Though his eyes were closed, the sheer joy of communicating the message and a determination to do it justice were etched on his face. No longer simply comprehending with his brain and fingers, he was feeling the rhythms and tones deep within himself. Not just displaying skill and correctness, he was performing with authenticity and passion. He was playing not only with head and hands, but with heart – just the way Mozart meant it to be played. Zander called this “one-buttock playing”.

The author Steven Pressfield might have put it more lyrically. Our player, no longer a mere mortal, had become one “made in the image of heaven”,1 without whose practice, dedication and sweat the gods would not be able to do their work. Such is the potency of music. The conductor Leonard Bernstein believed that its far-reaching, metaphorical force gives it the power to “communicate the unknowable”. Great composers know how to locate that primal chord in each of us.

I can recall those moments in concerts and movies when the music has taken me to unexpected heights of emotion and left indelible tracks in my heart. That night at Hyde Park in London, when Paul Simon brought the curtain down forever on his touring career with an unforgettable – and apt – rendition of The Sound of Silence. The tears I just cannot hold back as the haunting melody of The Humming Chorus from Puccini’s Madama Butterfly brings the crushing realisation that her lover has betrayed her. The trepidation I still feel on hearing the harrowing, alternating two-note pattern that heralds the imminent arrival of the great white shark in Jaws.



THE PEOPLE BUSINESS

That day in Manchester, Zander taught me a lasting lesson about leadership. Traditionally, he confessed, the baton-waving profession does not receive a good press and is renowned neither for sensitivity nor warmth. One joke confirms this view: it describes how a group of terrorists hijack a plane full of conductors and announce to the hostage negotiator that if their demands are not met, they will release one conductor every hour. Another quip goes like this: “What do you need when you come across a conductor up to his neck in quicksand?” Answer: “More quicksand!” The stereotypes are not kind.

But as a 45-year-old conductor, typically autocratic and at times downright despotic, Zander came to a sudden realisation. In spite of the fact that his face adorned the album covers and it was he who stared out from the billboards, it was the orchestra that did most of the work. He did not make a single sound. This moment was his road to Damascus. It dawned on him that like all leaders, his success was completely dependent on others and that, most important of all, without them he was obsolete. His power relied on making everyone around him powerful. He realised that conducting was as much about people as about music; about the heart not just the head. It was what I call “the people business”.

The role of conductor is defined by Grove’s Dictionary of Music and Musicians as “the art of directing the simultaneous performance of several players or singers by the use of gesture”, i.e. waving a stick. Yes, conductors are there to interpret the score, set the tempo, bring musicians in at the right time and shape the phrasing, but that tells only part of the story. The conductor Charles Hazlewood (himself a heart not a head leader) knew there had to be a strong emotional connection between him and his players, an “unshakeable bond of trust, born out of mutual respect” through which he could spin a musical narrative that they could all believe in.2 Zander puts it more simply: the role of the leader is to “breathe possibility into the players”.3

So, as a leader, you must bear two things in mind. First, accept with humility that you are not the sole source of your power. History shows that a thunderbolt from the gods awaits those who are seduced by such a self-absorbed notion. Rather, strive to prove yourself a worthy recipient of the leader’s mantle. Like our young pianist, your task is to work tirelessly at your craft, fearing neither floundering nor falling. For beyond the tough world of practice, skill acquisition and mastery lies the land of the heart where, if you persevere, leadership’s rhythms and its magic will one day find you.

Second, let that force flow through you to your people. Let them thrive on it too. Enable your players, teach them, and breathe life and belief into them, secure in the knowledge that, like a conductor, you depend for your success completely upon them. Build cultures that go beyond just target-setting, accountability and results. Champion deep, lasting loyalty, a powerful sense of purpose, strong emotional commitment, and true belonging and togetherness. In short, build a family. For this is the people business and the best work you do will be in the arena of the heart. Zander calls this “one-buttock leadership”. Mine is a quest to find and unleash its power – to communicate the unknowable.



SHINING EYES

Over the past 30 years, I have travelled to more than 50 countries to work with thousands of leaders in industry, government, education, health, sport, the military, social services, agriculture and banking. I have acted as a consultant, adviser, mentor, coach, facilitator, writer and presenter in hundreds of venues. I have taught in schools, colleges and universities, co-designed and delivered a master’s degree on the leadership and management of change, and received an honorary PhD for my work in education. As a headteacher in three schools and then a member of numerous boards, governing bodies and government think tanks, I have studied, lectured about, reflected upon and experienced leadership first-hand. I have come across three lenses through which leaders view the world: poverty thinking, probability thinking and possibility thinking.

To the poverty thinker, the world, in general, is not a positive place and the future has a certain inevitability about it. The gravestone of the great comic, actor and pessimist Spike Milligan bears the epitaph “I told you I was ill”.

I once met a leader whose poverty thinking became apparent as soon as I shook his hand.

“How are you?” I enquired.

“Breathing,” came the depressing reply.

“It’s Friday,” I said, trying to cheer him up.

“I hate Fridays,” he countered.

“Why do you hate Fridays?” I asked, surprised.

“Because they’re too near Mondays.”

If there had been an Olympic Games for pessimism, this character wouldn’t have fancied his chances!

Less toxic than the poverty thinkers, probability thinkers seem resigned to a fairly predictable future and one in which they will survive despite its ups and downs. Lacking in great enthusiasms, they sometimes come across as pleasantly bewildered – like the poor boy who wondered why his sister had three brothers but he only had two. Or like A.A. Milne’s Winnie-the-Pooh, who would come downstairs bump, bump, bump on the back of his head behind his young owner, Christopher Robin. It was, as far as he knew, the only way for bears to come downstairs, though he felt there really ought to be a better way if only he could stop bumping for a moment and think of it. Probability thinkers would like to have a go but do not know where to start, and so they rarely do – or only if circumstances are clearly in their favour or the people around them cajole them into action.

Possibility thinkers, on the other hand, move towards a future that is neither inevitable nor predictable, but one that is desirable – one built around “Yes, ands…” not “Yes, buts…”. They are drawn to the unknowable. Theirs is a world of calculated risk and threshold adventuring. It is stepping deliberately into the unknown armed with a moral compass, a clear set of values, a commitment to hard work, a team of passionate followers and a powerful sense of purpose.

Possibility thinking is not just about being an irrepressible optimist. I am not knocking optimism here, since Boston University research suggests that the most optimistic people live on average 11-15% longer than their more pessimistic peers.4 Whingeing kills you! To me, optimists can see the silver lining to the cloud, whereas possibility thinkers can see creative solutions beyond the cloud. Driven more by their hearts than their heads, their passion and intuition trump logic and analysis, and the vision of what tomorrow could be guides and determines their every step today.

In the 1990s, when Apple was struggling to survive, it launched its Think Different advertising campaign, pitched squarely at such thinkers. To a backdrop of legends such as Albert Einstein, Pablo Picasso, John Lennon, Amelia Earhart, Mahatma Gandhi, Maria Callas and Thomas Edison, the actor Richard Dreyfuss’s measured voice delivered its powerful message:

Here’s to the crazy ones, the misfits, the rebels, the troublemakers, the round pegs in the square holes, the ones who see things differently. They’re not fond of rules and they have no respect for the status quo. You can quote them, disagree with them, glorify or vilify them, but the only thing you can’t do is ignore them, because they change things, they push the human race forward. And while some may see them as the crazy ones, we see genius. Because the people who are crazy enough to think they can change the world are the ones who do.

The campaign’s appeal was not just to the heads but, above all, to the hearts of the viewers – and it transformed Apple’s destiny.

Possibility, then, is an adventure. It is the tune to which imagination dances. While passionate about practice and daily application, possibility leaders will encourage their people to raise their heads and recognise that hard work is the prerequisite to an ultimate appreciation of the beauty of the whole piece or vision. That moment when, the leader promises, not only their heads but their hearts will soar. When, according to the ancients, the gods can weave their magic through them.

And how did Zander know he was succeeding on his journey of possibility with his players? “Their eyes are shining,” he explained to the audience in Manchester. “Who am I as a conductor that my players’ eyes are not shining?” Indeed, who are we as leaders that our people’s eyes are not shining? Who are we as parents that our children’s eyes are not shining? Conducting an orchestra – like being a chief executive, like being head of a school, like being captain of the team – is hard work because it’s heart work.



A POWERFUL PIECE OF KIT

There has never been so much written, presented and taught about leadership, nor has so much been invested in its development. TrainingIndustry.com estimated a total global spend of US$370.3 billion on leadership training and development in 2019.5 And according to Technavio’s corporate leadership training market analysis, that market is poised to grow by US$18.59 billion between 2021 and 2026.6

I have a slight concern about the plethora of leadership books that imply leadership is simply a case of learning how to play the notes – leadership by numbers. Out of interest, I searched the internet for leadership titles that have a number in them. Here is a smattering:


	7 Lessons for Leading in Crisis.


	The 8 Dimensions of Leadership.


	9 Things a Leader Must Do.


	12 Lessons of Leadership Excellence.


	The 21 Irrefutable Laws of Leadership.


	29 Leadership Secrets.


	42 Rules for Your New Leadership Role.




Many of these books are excellent, by the way. I have John C. Maxwell’s brilliant The 21 Irrefutable Laws of Leadership myself! However, I am here to emphasise that leadership is much more than just playing the notes on the score perfectly, in the right order and in the right way. It is much more than following instructions in a DIY manual. It’s about moving beyond mere correctness to a leadership that moves constantly towards the horizon of possibility, with deep humanity at its core. Professional development activities, such as 360-degree assessment and many performance management processes, sometimes fail to get to the nub of what it takes to be a successful leader. There is a wise old saying: “People will forget what you said, people will forget what you did, but people will never forget how you made them feel.”

As a former teacher, I would agree. I have bumped into past students all over the world and not one of them has said, “Hey, Sir, that worksheet changed my life.” I spent hours on those worksheets! Instead, they remember the school productions, the guitar lessons, the Duke of Edinburgh weekends in the snow and rain, the football matches, the youth club evenings and the school trips abroad. Why? Because the amygdala, the brain’s emotional memory store, is a very powerful piece of kit and that is where the most vivid memories are stored, happy and sad.

I remember bumping into Ozzie in a bar in New York City. He had been captain of the school football team I had coached more than three decades earlier, and we could recall a game when we were 2-0 down with 10 minutes to go. We recovered to win 3-2, with Ozzie scoring the winning goal from a corner. Curiously, we could remember tiny details: who won the corner, who took it and who was standing in the penalty area when Ozzie “rose like a salmon” to head the winner. Such is the amygdala’s power.

Over a beer, I said to him, “Ozzie, I taught you for two years. What do you remember about my lessons?”

“The day you fell off your chair,” he laughed, and I laughed with him.

Now, I don’t think I was a bad teacher, but I am astute enough to know that emotional memories have the staying power that cognitive experience can never match. The amygdala overrides all. This is a lesson that I have learned time and time again as an international speaker. When I started out, a former colleague with a reputation as a powerful presenter advised me that, although I needed to make an audience think, if I wanted the ideas to stick then I had to reach into their hearts. “A speaker has three responsibilities,” he explained. “To inform, to entertain and to inspire. Without the second two, the first will be lost in the wind.” (Zander would smile, because to him, of course, this is exactly the difference between “two-buttock” and “one-buttock” playing.)

Here’s another story. I was once called to interview for a headteacher’s job and the opening question was the second toughest I have ever been asked. The toughest of all, by the way, was put to me by a young girl on the student panel of a school.

“Can you tell a joke?” she asked.

“Yes,” I replied, nervously.

“Well, go on then!” came the even tougher reply.

Dry-mouth time…

In the headteacher interview, there were more than 20 people on the panel. They had me surrounded! Their opening gambit was this: “In three words, Mr Jones, your philosophy of education.” After pausing for thought (and breath), I answered: “Of equal worth.” I was so pleased with myself I almost nodded at the panel. But I didn’t get the job. Later that day, in the car park, I bumped into the guy who had been successful.

“Congratulations,” I said, shaking his hand. “Before you go, those three words – what did you say?”

“Oh, yes,” he replied. “What a really difficult opening question. I just said: ‘Children, children, children.’”

As he walked away, I stood on that tarmac and had what I call a “moment of power” – those occasions when you learn more in a few seconds than you have in the previous 12 months. The lesson was clear. On reflection, we both gave the same answer. It was just that his answer had come from the heart and mine came from my head. His was a feeling, mine an idea; his intuitive, mine clever; his one-buttock, mine two.

In this book, my story comes in two parts. First, I will invite you to share my journey in learning about leadership. From that packed lecture theatre in Manchester, I will take you to the Atlas Mountains of Morocco, the beaches of the Bahamas, wartime France, a palace in Bratislava and even further afield. We will spend time with modern writers, speakers and thought leaders. We will hear from the thinkers of the ancient world and the Age of Enlightenment, and we will draw lessons from sport, literature, art, film and music. We will hear from painters, poets, psychologists, philosophers, war heroes and Nobel prize-winners.

In the second part of my story, I will introduce you to the wisdom of four old friends I made on my travels around our planet. Some leaders have called upon these friends, but many others have not understood them deeply enough. I would like to change that.
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