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	I came into this program with some “memory already on the hard drive”. I knew how to lead but maybe that was part of the problem.

Five years in the military and the years spent since within the fire service have given me a deep well of experience. A set of instincts that worked often enough within the environments and places I went, that I was comfortable enough leaving things as they were. I could run a crew. I could hold a room. I could make the deliberate and necessary decision under pressure and live with it. What I could not do, what I had never been asked to do, was explain why any of it worked. My leadership was borrowed. I had watched people I admired, memorized what they did, and reproduced it. It looked solid from the outside. From the inside it was hollow. 

The place that hollowness finally showed itself was not in a burning building or car wreck. It was in my volunteer work. Leading volunteers on a shoestring budget, with no rigid rank structure, no paycheck, and no obligation binding anyone to the mission, was and continues to be one of the most tortuous yet rewarding leadership experiences of my life. Every approach, leadership playbook, and tactic seemed to come up short in some way. I remember feeling genuinely frustrated, not with them, though I told myself it was them, but with the discovery that my competence was conditional. It only worked where the structure provided the heavy lifting. 

Then, in my first term, I read Freire. 

	Pedagogy of the Oppressed was not comfortable. It was the first part of many things this program exposed me to which fractured my held perspectives on what it truly means to lead. Once I saw the other side, I couldn’t stop seeing. Freire and later Palmer made the same argument but from separate directions: that leadership done at people is a transaction, and what I had been calling leadership was frequently just well executed compliance management. That was the fracture. Everything after this was rebuilding. 

	Three experiences contributed to this rebuilding. None of which happened behind a desk. Imagine, Create, Lead in Spokane was the first time in a room with people I had only known as text on a screen. My undergraduate work was entirely online, and I had not understood how isolating that was until it ended. For the first time I had a community of practice that existed outside my own organizations. People who were not my crew, not in my chain-of-command, and who owned me nothing yet showed up anyway. The second of these experiences was at St. Andrews’ Abbey in Valyermo. It appeared the opposite of a firehouse in nearly every way at first glance but as the week progressed things shifted. A week of monastic rhythm, silence, structure, the same bells at the same hours, all seemed to clarify instead of contrast. Within the quiet, I came to realize that what I had at the organization back home was genuinely special, and that the way I had been treating it was neglecting what needs to be intentionally and continuously cultivated. Community had been happening to me. I had not been tending to it. Lastly, Mt. Adams for the Leadership and Hardiness course was something I will continue to return to. The mountain put three questions in front of me: 

What are you bringing to the mountain? What are you leaving on the mountain? What are you bringing forward?

I have since asked those questions of myself in contexts beyond the conditions and altitude of the mountain. Going back this year recently as mentor rather than participant is where the last piece fell into place. Watching someone else struggle up the same trail and understand that my job was not to carry them and not to narrate my own ascent to them, but to be beside them. That is where I found the language for what I had been grasping at. “Be, Love, Do”, a framework shown to me on the mountain has also continued to ripple out in who I am. I had always been a do person; doing was how I demonstrated care because it was the only version I had for care. What I learned is that this is not a deficiency to be corrected. Doing is very often simpler. It’s what one mentor characterized as doing the most loving thing you can for that person in the given moment. The distinction is whether the doing proceeds from being and from love, or whether it substituted for them.

	My capstone started as something else entirely. It was going to be a clean, buttoned-up, prescriptive deliverable: a mentorship program with defined stages, measured checkpoints, a document someone could hand to a new hire. It would have been clean, and I honestly don’t think it would have worked, for the same reason nothing fully worked with my volunteers. 

	What it became instead is a piece of cultural work. Culture is messy. It does not submit to template or chart. It may very well be years before I can say with confidence whether what I built took root. I find myself at peace with the planting of something that may take years to cultivate, and whose harvest I might not be around to witness. That is not a limitation of the project. It’s simply what the project is.

I call the philosophy With, Not At. Leading with humility. Standing shoulder to shoulder rather than out front or from above. It is not a technique, and it’s deliberately not a playbook, because a playbook is what I would’ve written two years ago. The growth I am proudest of is not any of the frameworks. It is that I can now look back at previous version of myself with grace instead of shame. The version of me who was frustrated with those volunteers was doing the best he could with the tools he had. He was not fake. He was unfinished, and so is this version.

	I am no longer chasing rank. What I am chasing is the ability to activate things in other people: patience, perseverance, the willingness to stay in something difficult past the point where leaving would simply be easier. I am also holding onto something I said to myself near the end of this project, which I imagine will be the hardest part of what comes next for me: just because the metrics have been met does not mean the work needs to stop. Defining what “the work” looks like after graduation, with no syllabus and no due date, is the assignment I am giving myself.
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