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Introduction
Growing up, the ability to persuade people always seemed to come naturally for me. Whether it was scouting, sports, or life around the neighborhood, I spoke, and for the most part, people listened. I had a gift without truly understanding its value, and more importantly, the responsibility that came with it. My desire for purpose and structure led me into the service at eighteen years old, where I quickly responded to the clearly defined lifestyle. I rose quickly through the ranks during my enlistment, leading fellow Marines in environments across the globe, the shear pace of trainings, deployments, and tasking leaving little room for personal reflection. After all, we were at war, and the organization demanded sacrifices from us all. What still eluded my own awareness was the way in which I was learning to lead, by imitation. Something that looked real, projected from the outside, but was left unexamined. 
Emulation Without Understanding
	It is my belief that a version of leadership exists strictly derived from imitation. Since the beginning of time this archetype has served existence. Watch what is shown, internalize any patterns, and re-apply for sustained results. When done effectively, people follow and there becomes a mutual perception of competence. While this may work for some time, eventually the demands and realities outpace what is simply being replicated. Northouse (2022) explains “leadership is a process whereby an individual influences a group of individuals to achieve a common goal” (p.6). By this definition I was in fact leading. I was promoted up, given tasks to carry out, and was seen as effective by my leadership. 
What I fell short on was the relational depth necessary to truly practice and express something that fit for me. My military experience rewarded execution while falling short on introspection. The pace and tempo demanded it. Meet the needs of the mission, reflection being the collateral sacrifice of time. What I failed to see in the moment was how skipping the search for understanding self would impact me. What I neglected, found me in the end.
In Man’s Search For Meaning, Viktor Frankl writes about the harsh realities of life in concentration camps and one’s ability to endure, or perhaps the potential to. He observed that those who often survived were not always the strongest. It was those who held a deep sense of meaning which fostered an inner freedom to transcend immediate circumstances (Frankl, 2006). I’ve certainly faced nothing remotely close to this kind of suffering, but this principle serves as an uncomfortable mirror for my early leadership. I was so hyper-focused on advancement that I failed to understand what I was truly moving toward, more importantly, my why. In neglecting to examine the true purpose of my work, I was operating under someone else’s. Over time this left me disconnected from my very being.
From Above and On the Ground
	The mission I was a part of while in the service involved providing close air support. We were the “eyes in the sky”, enhancing an operational picture of the battlespace for our commanders. From this vantage point came a tactical clarity. You understand the shape and energy of events as they unfold in a way that those on the ground cannot always comprehend. But you are also removed. The place that provides so much perspective also comes with a distance, and over time the weight of this reality created a hunger within me. In this tortuous space I began searching for something more immediate, more grounded, more human.
	This hunger led me back to firefighting. A tribe I was a part prior to my time in the military. From the outside, the two entities can feel removed from one another. One is about projection of force, the other rescue and protection. But these two are essentially woven from the same cloth. Each demanding split-second decisions, both placing you into a system larger than self, and requiring an unwavering commitment to the people served. What I once saw as separate operational arenas, were actually deeply interconnected. This intersection presented me with newfound awareness and further inquiry into what good leadership requires. I found myself asking what it looks like to incorporate a certain altitude without losing the necessary proximity. Seeing clearly enough to anticipate while still being present for those to your left and right.  
Slowness and Intentionality
	My current profession has afforded me something that the military rarely offered: a pace slow enough to reflect. While urgency still exists in the course of my duties, this period of my career has asked me to sit with uncertainty rather than outrun it. Graduate study deepened this further. Classes like conflict resolution and negotiation required me to inventory self. Emotional defaults, patterns while under pressure, the places I default to with regard to control. Carey (1999) writes that “leadership is possible to the extent that one can move beyond the parameters of a preferred framework to understand that such a framework is merely a partial view of what’s possible in the organization” (p.40). I’ve felt this deeply. The framework I had been operating with was borrowed. Something shaped by rank, system, and degrees of imitation rather than genuine self-understanding. Carey continues that by transcending these confines, a leader can truly see other viewpoints. This is precisely what slowing down made possible for me. It gave my philosophy life: with, not at. 
	Formal assessments have also shaped how I understand my own engagement as a leader. In ORGL 689, the Critical Skills Leadership Survey offered a structured window into my relative strengths and areas for development. It revealed that while my scores across categories were relatively close, optimism and conflict navigation ranked lowest. This was mildly uncomfortable to sit with. Although I found it more confirming than surprisingly. A feeling sensed but often unnamed. My leadership disposition tended to be from a place of control and commitment, the two hardiness dimensions I lean on most instinctively due to the nature of my work. While these serve me well in operational environments which demand composure under pressure, they also limited my capacity for transformational coping. Going beyond managing a difficult moment, to growing from it. 
	A vehicle fire during this same period brought these dynamics into clear view. Responding as a chief officer, we encountered a fatality on scene. My initial response was regressive, guarded, emotionally detached and focused on the operation. It worked in the short term. But this ran counter to what my personnel truly needed, becoming unsustainable. What followed was a deliberate shift towards holding space for junior firefighters to process openly, leading with my own vulnerability. Stein and Bartone (2020) share hardiness as “the path of engagement and active involvement in the world, instead of relative safety of passive withdrawal” (p.12). That night, I could feel the weight of this choice. An informal development plan that emerged from all of this continues to shape how I show up for others. It’s a living work, continuously revised through experience.
The Mountain as a Teacher: Philosophy in Practice
	Last summer, I joined a group of peers on Mt. Adams for a Leadership & Hardiness class. Before the climb, we were given three questions to sit with: What are you bringing to the mountain? What did you leave on the mountain? And What are you taking forward? These questions, seemingly simple, provided a reflective framework for our experience together. They asked us look intentionally at who we were showing up as, what we were willing to give up, and what we intended to carry forward in our own leadership journeys. 
	In sitting around the fire with the first question on night one, I concluded that my energy and a deep desire to see those around me succeed, was what I “was bringing”. This energy was tested almost immediately the following day as we reached our basecamp. While we had successfully completed our initial leg, I could feel the weight of the climb began to settle over our team. Exhausted and mildly stressed, what was needed most in that moment was not a chest thumping speech or loud motivation. It was a calm and quiet presence that held a light to the path forward. An energy that conveyed they had more left in them to give than what was immediately felt. In this space, I quietly held a presence that asked each teammate to go a little further. They did.
	The second test of what I aimed to provide as a leader within our group came roughly nine hundred feet below the summit. It was here that I noticed a teammate in front of me walking slower, with a limp. I asked simply, “Are you okay?” She stopped, the cold mountain wind whipping between us. I could see tears streaming beneath her sunglasses as she stood there quietly. Other circled around her and we began to care for her injury. Instinctual in the moment, what followed has become central to how I operate. At the heart of my philosophy: space held  for her to decide whether to continue or not. The choice solely being hers. My own desire to summit removed from the equation. She ultimately chose to continue and we finished safely. That moment was truly “with, not at” in practice. My role wasn’t to carry her forward. It was simply to be genuinely present so she could find her own version of forward. 
	So, what did I leave on the mountain? An obsession with control. The need to manage outcomes instead of trusting the process. What I came off the mountain with was clarity when it comes to my vision. My lived experiences while at times difficult, have given me the ability to see things in others that they cannot yet see in themselves. Palmer explains “good teachers join self and subject and students in the fabric of life” (Palmer, 2017, p. 11). We teach who we are, something the mountain showed me. I was not leading a climb; I was simply being who I am, and that was enough. 
Setting Conditions
	My experience on the mountain solidified something I had been moving towards for years: engaging the environmental aspects. This goes beyond organizational charts, performance plans, or processes. The actual conditions that either permit or prevent individuals from becoming their truest selves, the physical, emotional, and relational. Bringing people into experiences that challenge familiar patterns and letting their potential surface which routine often fails to reveal. Within this space, uncertainty combined with a willingness creates curiosity. My role in this is not to teach in a conventional sense, it’s to reveal. To hold the moment long enough to let what is already inside of someone find its way out. 
	Environment is integral to my leadership philosophy. Nature in particular because of its ability to teach something that goes outside the confines of the prescriptive. It’s raw, real, and untamed. Indifferent to rank or credentials, it reveals who we actually are under the pressures of the unknown. Leading people through these spaces is one of the most clarifying and direct routes to understanding. The trust and intentionality that Block (2018) highlights as the foundation of authentic community. Belonging is built through experience, presence, and leaders willing to join along in the journey. 
Goals and The Path Forward
	Prioritization of position and influence as a leader don’t weigh as heavily as they once did on me when I consider goals moving forward. I desire depth and presence. To be alongside those being led instead of from a distance. I want to keep developing environments both literal and figurative, where others can find their own capabilities. I also want to cultivate genuine community in the spaces I operate. What Block (2018) frames as places where belonging, honest exchange, and collective possibility exists over compliance and hierarchy. 
	These goals hold validity in education. In a field full of individuals who entered to make a difference. The potential to lead at students and colleagues instead of with sets in. A distance can begin to accumulate. Whether between teacher and student, leader and team, or institution and community. Slowly and passively this drift can occur. My belief is that the leaders who have done the interior work, stood under pressure, and come out the other side, are in one of the most advantageous positions to interrupt this drift. 
	Thinking back to a younger self, the kid rallying the neighborhood without fully understanding the why of it all. My gift was real, but it was incomplete. Unanchored persuasion, influence that lacked an accountability to self. What these two years have given me is the foundation to place beneath this gift. I now understand that one of the most powerful things a leader can provide is not direction from above, but a presence alongside. The work is not to move people from any other place than alongside them. A willingness to let the same forces changing others, change you. 
My philosophy is simple. With, not at. Grounded in presence. Taught by our environments and furthered through community. 
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