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Leading From The Murky Middle: Embracing the good tension of competing values
What kind of leader will you be this year, this decade?  I want to talk about leadership this afternoon – a new vision for leadership.  I want to talk about a kind of leadership that is committed to being a moral voice, a moral anchor in a society that is scrambling, desperately scrambling for direction and hope.  I’m going to take a chance.  Here’s what I think.  I happen to believe that, we, of all people, ought to lead correctly.  Who are we?  We’re Christians – a bunch of Christians willing to come out for a special gathering in the middle of the work day.  That already says something about our resolve – or something about our hunger, or both.  We’re also a bunch of successful folks – for one reason or another.  Whatever we do, we are considered the folks who will lead this community.  So I ask you, this year, this decade, what kind of leader will you be?  

Today I want to talk about a new vision for leadership that rejects the old tendencies to split and polarize our communities into opposites.  I want to talk about a kind of leadership that denies the old attraction to popular appeal, or popular personalities.  I do want to talk about a leadership that no longer cares about 30 second sound bites designed -- not to inform the community of important challenges or improvements -- but to polarize our perceptions and manipulate us into taking opposite sides.  I want to talk about a leadership that embraces the more difficult, complicated, usually not-so-popular position in today’s debates – right smack in the murky middle.           

But first, to warm us up a bit, let’s play a game, a great game for young children.  But I think we can handle it.  Let’s play the opposites game.  What are opposites?  These are objects or ideas or values that are not the same, they don’t fit together nicely, and so they compete for our time, our money, and attention.  For example, what’s the opposite of up?  Down.  If you’re up, you’re not down.  What’s the opposite of right?  Left.  If you’re left, you’re not right.  Opposite of black?  White.  What’s the opposite of in?  Out.  What is the opposite of mine?  Yours.  The opposite of ours?  Theirs.  Opposite of liberal?  Conservative.  Opposite of eastern?  Western.  If you’re eastern, you can’t be western.  Opposite of CNN?  Fox News.  Opposite of private?  Public.  
The problem with opposites is that if you’re one, it’s very hard to be the other.  And for many of us who see good on both sides, we instinctively feel, we believe, there is a better place – where both can exist somehow.  So, maybe I don’t want to play opposites anymore.  Consider this, what is the opposite of grey?  What’s the opposite of the middle?  I invite you to consider a new game, a new vision of leadership right here in this community, in your organization, in our nation, in your home –a new vision of leadership that caters not to the glamour and ease and familiarity of opposites, but embraces the difficult tension between two or more competing values – somewhere in the middle, the murky, gray, middle.  The middle is usually not where the public debate about important issues tends to take us.  The murky middle is not an extreme position that attracts attention.  But – I would submit – the middle is a more sophisticated position in most public policy debates, one that is often too complicated for media sounds bites, and therefore a position often avoided by popular voices.  But I think we can be different.  
I think we are a called here to this place today to be different.  To be better.  To lead our community with a voice that is morally superior – not because it is popular or easy or familiar or easily captured by the media – but to lead our community with a moral voice from the murky, difficult, sophisticated middle.  This is what theologian John Wesley and others often called the “via media”, Latin for the middle way, or middle ground.  Wesley was often criticized for searching, relentlessly searching for that elusive third alternative.  The middle way, the via media, applies to all kinds of issues – in debates about social policies, economics, local decisions, state decisions, and what goes on in our businesses and even our homes.  
What does it mean to lead from the murky middle?  Let’s consider a few hot-button examples.  Since we’re embarking on this new, more evolved way of leadership, we ought to at least chat about some of the more difficult issues.  Like dandelions.  This is serious.  You’ve got this neighbor who somehow, refuses, or forgets, or can’t afford to do anything about his dandelions.  And you know what’s going to happen -- if the wind is blowing your way, next week you’ll have his dandelions.  Now you’re infected by his disease.  His weakness has affected you.  But it was his fault.  His seeds floated to your lawn.  He should fix it.  
An oppositional leadership approach would set up a conflict between your lawn and his dandelions, between you and him.  You could threaten not to be his friend, withdraw aid, and he could retaliate by planting more dandelions upwind from you (can you plant dandelions?).  
Or, you can consider a middle ground, the via media – the gray between two lawns of yellow.  You could, first acknowledge together that the wind is a community resource, and not something we control.  And you could consider working together to eliminate the dandelions from both lawns.  This requires a new respect for the murky middle, a respect for the tension between my individual property rights and my social responsibility.  This requires talking – not always easy – especially if your neighbor comes from somewhere else.  This requires setting aside the origin of the problem -- after all, it’s true the seeds came from his lawn, not yours.  But you could ask, where did his dandelions come from?  And it also requires being willing to be perceived by other neighbors as one who is cooperating with that offender.  But you know it’s not that you are tolerating his dandelions.  It’s not so easy to solve this problem, you say.  But those neighbors who now think you have caved, they are the ones who will invite you to golf – or not – or vote you in as the neighborhood association board member – assuming that’s something you want.  You know your standards are just as high as they were last week.  
But today, you are choosing to risk a perception problem, in order to solve the real problem.  This is leadership from the murky middle.  This is a kind of leadership that ignores popular perceptions and media sound bites, and embraces the healthy tension between competing values – and embraces a real solution to a difficult problem.
Well, if we can handle dandelions, we can handle anything.  Consider a less serious public policy issue, like, say, the death penalty.  Clearly there are opposing views on this.  But have you noticed that we’ve already become confused about this?  On one hand, the death penalty is generally opposed because we want to defend the individual rights of the convicted felon.  On the other hand, the death penalty is supported because we want to protect our common good.  There doesn’t seem to be much middle ground.  But let’s take a second look.  Where could we be in this debate?  Let’s look higher and consider a kind of leadership that welcomes those who oppose the death penalty, but also holds them to a higher moral responsibility to also fight for tougher crime laws, and for making our prisons more cost effective.  And this same leadership welcomes those who support the death penalty, but with a higher moral responsibility to also fight for fair and equitable application of the death penalty.  This is a very murky middle position.  

What about abortion?  Another rather touchy subject.  But consider a kind of new leadership that welcomes those who oppose abortion but who fight just as hard to protect the lives of children who are already born – protecting children of all ages, with better health care, better schools, and by avoiding war.  This is what I call a completely pro-life position in the murky middle.  But this new leadership still welcomes those who support a woman’s right to choose – because we respect that these are not easy choices to make about someone else’s body, especially when we consider that it’s mostly men making decisions about women’s bodies.  But we also expect those same folks who support a woman’s right to choose also to work to prevent unwanted pregnancies in our communities with a more aggressive moral voice for abstinence among unmarried individuals.

The middle way.  At first it might feel contradictory or ambiguous or wishy-washy.  John Wesley’s critics accused him of moral ambiguity – and I say, big deal.  Ours is not a battle to win over popular perceptions.  Let the perception war wage on among those who prefer the ineffective world of sound bites.  For those of us who prefer to work together to craft difficult, sophisticated changes in society, in our community, in our homes – we prefer the hard work of leadership in the murky middle.   

Another example, if you dare.  Let me meddle a bit -- consider local property taxes.  Consider a leadership motivated by a higher moral vision that welcomes the kind of person who opposes raising property taxes but who is also willing to secure much needed resources for our schools and the children in other ways.  It’s OK to oppose higher property taxes if you’re the first one to volunteer to write a proposal for grant funds.  This is the gray, murky middle.  And this leadership also welcomes those who support raising local property taxes as long as they are willing to do the hard work of keeping our schools cost-efficient, by eliminating waste, and improving quality.   

And what about marriage for homosexuals?  Sure, let’s talk about it.  Consider a leadership that is willing to stand up and say that my neighbor’s choices do not affect my marriage.  My marriage is difficult because of me and my faults, not because of the two gay guys who live down the street.  Consider a leadership that has the guts to also say this:  If we are going to call one thing sin, we must be equally committed to calling out other – perhaps more common -- sins in our society.    Like, bombing innocent children over there, or ignoring their hungry eyes right here because we prefer to preserve our indulgent lifestyles, or worse, because we simply don’t care about their children.  This is a sin, like any other sin.  If you’re going to squawk about one, squawk about them all.  
But we’ve been manipulated by the sound bites of a polarizing leadership, haven’t we?  We have become enamoured by the sin du jour (which usually means their sin, not mine), rather than being honest about the pervasive nature of sin in all of our lives.  Consider a leadership that is willing to own up to our mean-spirited, homophobic reactions, but that part is our sin, not theirs.  And imagine a leadership willing to do the hard work of protecting Christian marriage for heterosexuals while also demanding just as loudly that heterosexual men stop abusing their wives.  Why is this so hard to imagine?  Because this kind of leadership is from the middle, from the difficult, murky, gray middle that is hard to explain in 30 seconds and does very little to boost our short term gains or win two year elections.  And the murky middle is rarely very popular.             

But as Christians, we were never promised the easy, popular way, were we?  As Christians we are called to a more sophisticated, higher moral vision where we resist evil in our society and reach out in compassion to the least and the lost and the last.  Didn’t we just learn this in the church?  What did we just celebrate?  The resurrection.  But we also learned, I hope, that we can’t have the resurrection without the cross.  We can’t have policies that provide new things, new hope, new opportunities, without policies that also force us to sacrifice as well.  
Even in the public policy debate, we can’t have the resurrection without the cross.  We can’t have a good society for our families, our children, our businesses, without doing the hard leadership work that calls for sacrifices – even sacrificing our cherished extreme positions in order to get something good done.  This is not a quick-fix, oppositional, media-driven leadership that postures only to win the next election, or the next council vote.  I call you to a biblical leadership that is about the resurrection and the cross, a leadership from the murky middle that trusts in the new hope of life-giving policies while also acknowledging that some sacrifices will need to be made.  This is a biblical leadership from the murky, gray middle.
Don’t get me wrong.  This is hard.  Look at our track record.  For centuries, Christians and non-Christians alike have been wrestling -- no, we’ve been slicing, and carving, and hanging, and exiling, and gassing, and burying those with whom we do not agree, or those who are different.  Because we are either afraid or apathetic.  Because we are unwilling to choose the more difficult, murky middle.  Because the murky middle is hard to talk about in a 30-second sound bite – and a popular sound bite on CNN is just as pathetic as a popular sound bite on Fox News.
Why are we so afraid?  Have we not learned – finally – that our familiar, oppositional approaches to leadership do not and will not work?  Join me in at least trying to lead differently – in the national policy debate, sure, but first right here in the way we run our businesses and homes and schools and communities.  If anyone can do it correctly, we can.  If anyone can lead through the cross to the resurrection, we can.  If anyone can lead from the murky middle, we can.  And if we can, we must.

PAGE  
Copyright by Jeffrey Y. Harlow, 2009.  Leading From The Murky Middle.


