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INTRODUCTION

Why There Is No Arrival

David Holloway is sitting on the edge of a hotel bed at 11:47 p.m., and the keynote is in nine hours.

The room is the same room it always is. Different city, same geometry: the desk lamp casting its oval on a pad of hotel stationery nobody

uses, the HVAC unit cycling between two temperatures that are both wrong, the view of a parking lot and, beyond it, the particular darkness of a

highway at night in a mid-sized American city. He has stayed in this room three hundred times. He could deliver tomorrow's keynote from muscle

memory, and some part of him knows that is exactly the problem.

His laptop is open to the slide deck. Seventy-two slides. "The Architecture of Authentic Leadership." He built this talk over fifteen years, and

it is genuinely good. The research is current, the frameworks are tested, the stories land in the right places. Four hundred executives will sit in a

ballroom tomorrow morning, and by the time he reaches Slide 54, the one about the gap between espoused values and lived values, at least a third

of them will feel something shift. He has watched it happen. He has data on it. Post-event surveys consistently rate him in the ninety-fifth

percentile for "relevance" and "actionability." His TED talk has four million views. His book is required reading in MBA programs. Fortune 500

companies pay him forty-five thousand dollars for mornings like the one that is coming.

David closes the laptop and opens the minibar. He is not an alcoholic. He is a man who drinks a seven-dollar bottle of water because he does

not want to look at his slides anymore, and he does not want to examine why.

On the desk, half-buried under a stack of printed evaluations from last month's engagement in Denver, is an old journal. He found it two days

ago while clearing out a storage unit. The journal is from his Chicago years, the early ones, before the conferences and the degree and the book

and the consulting practice and the life he built on top of the life he used to have. He brought it with him because he told himself he might use a

passage in tomorrow's talk. That was a lie, and he knew it when he packed it.

He opens the journal to an entry dated twenty-five years ago, the night before his first national conference:

I am scared I am going to lose something. I cannot name what it is. But I feel it slipping. The people in the church basement

would know what I mean. The people at this conference will not. I am learning their language. I am forgetting mine.

David reads it twice. Then he sets the journal on the nightstand, face down, and turns off the lamp.

He does not sleep for a long time.

This book exists because of what David cannot say to himself in that hotel room, and because the silence around it is not unique to him.

The first three books in this series addressed different layers of the interior architecture that prevents justice-centered action. The Logic Trap

taught you to see the thinking patterns that derail clear analysis: the evidence groove that filters for confirmation, the attribution groove that

assigns causation before testing it, the prediction groove that constructs futures and then defends them. Projecting Proof taught you to catch

yourself manufacturing evidence for conclusions you have already reached, selecting information, framing it to fit, sequencing revelations for

maximum confirmation. The Agency Shift taught you to act despite the fears that keep people frozen: epistemic paralysis, social risk aversion,

failure catastrophizing.

If you have done the work of those three books, you have genuinely changed. You see more clearly, catch yourself more quickly, act with

more courage. The grooves are still there, but you know their shapes. The projections still occur, but you recognize them sooner. The fears still

rise, but they no longer stop you as reliably as they once did.
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You have arrived.

Haven't you?

Robert Kegan's framework of adult development describes a progression through increasingly complex ways of

making meaning, from the socialized mind, which is shaped by external expectations, through the

self-authoring mind, which constructs its own internal framework, to what he calls the self-transforming mind,

which can hold multiple frameworks simultaneously and interrogate its own assumptions.^1^ Most leadership

development programs target the self-authoring stage: build your framework, know your values, lead from your

center. The assumption is that once you have authored yourself, the work is substantially done.

Kegan would disagree, but the programs that cite him often skip the inconvenient parts of his argument.

The self-transforming mind is not a destination. It is a capacity that must be practiced continuously, and the

practice involves a willingness to let the frameworks you have built, the ones that define you, the ones that

others pay you to teach, become objects of examination rather than articles of faith. The moment a framework

becomes too precious to question, it has stopped being a tool for growth and become a tool for self-protection.

David Holloway operates at the self-authoring stage. He built a powerful framework for authentic

leadership, tested it, refined it, proved it works. That framework is real. The results are real. And the framework

has become the architecture of a room he never has to leave. Inside it, he is always the expert. Inside it,

vulnerability is something he teaches others to practice, not something he practices himself. Inside it,

transformation is always something that happens to the people in the audience, never to the man on the stage.

He has not sat in a circle where he was the one being seen in twenty years.

This is what I am calling the Infinite Architect paradox, and it is the central concern of this book.

The paradox works like this: the most sophisticated builders of transformation frameworks often use

framework-building itself as sophisticated avoidance. The map becomes more important than the territory. The

act of describing the journey replaces the act of taking it. And the sophistication of the framework makes the

avoidance nearly invisible, because the framework genuinely works for other people. David's methods produce

real results. His expertise is not fraudulent. His contribution is not hollow. And his expertise has become the

thing that protects him from ever having to be vulnerable again. The Infinite Architect is the widest possible

gap between two channels of experience: thinking about transformation at extraordinary resolution while

feeling runs on a completely separate track, the sophistication of the thinking serving as the distance between

the person and the thing they are describing. The gap is the achievement. The distance is the proof of expertise.

And the person standing inside both channels cannot feel the gap because the brilliance of the thinking has

become so loud that it drowns out the signal from the other channel, the one that knew, twenty-five years ago in

a journal entry, that something was being lost.
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Ronald Heifetz distinguishes between technical problems and adaptive challenges.^2^ Technical problems

have known solutions and can be addressed with existing expertise. Adaptive challenges require the people

involved to change their own values, beliefs, or behaviors, to learn their way into a new reality rather than

apply an existing one. The distinction is foundational in leadership theory, and nearly everyone in David's

world can recite it. The part that gets less attention is what happens when a leader's ability to teach the adaptive

framework becomes the technical solution that protects them from doing their own adaptive work. When

knowing the difference between technical and adaptive becomes its own technical fix. When the vocabulary of

transformation becomes a sophisticated substitute for the act of transforming.

That is where David is. I recognized it because I have been there, standing at the front of a room

explaining the architecture of vulnerability to people who would never see me be vulnerable, writing

frameworks about transformation while being changed by none of them, using the precision of the language as

proof that I understood the thing the language described. David Holloway is a composite character, but the

composite includes material I found in the mirror before I found it anywhere else. The Infinite Architect is not

someone I have studied. It is someone I have been.

The word I keep coming back to is spiral.

A spiral returns you to the same questions at deeper levels, encounters the same patterns in more

sophisticated forms, faces the same fears wearing masks you did not recognize the last time around. The

movement is neither circular (repeating without change) nor linear (progressing toward a destination) but

recursive: the same territory, seen from a position the previous encounter made possible.

The spiral is the shape of genuine growth, and it is a shape that resists the stories we prefer to tell about

ourselves. We want growth to be linear: I was unaware, then I became aware, then I changed my practice, then

I got better, then I arrived. The linear story is comforting because it has an endpoint. You can measure your

distance from the starting line. You can compare yourself favorably to people who are earlier in the journey.

You can teach what you have learned, and the teaching confirms that you have, in fact, learned it.

The spiral says otherwise. The spiral says you will return to the evidence groove you thought you had

interrupted, only to find it operating at a level you could not have seen the first time. The spiral says the

attribution patterns you examined in Book 1 will reappear inside the very frameworks you built to combat

them. The spiral says the agency you developed in Book 3 will, under certain conditions, become the

scaffolding for a more elaborate form of avoidance.

Kegan's research supports this. Development is not a staircase with discrete landings. It is a helix, and each

revolution brings you back to familiar territory that looks different because you are different, but also looks the

same because the patterns are structural, not personal.^3^ You do not outgrow the evidence groove. You

encounter it at the level where your current sophistication is insufficient to detect it. That is the level where the
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real work is, and it is a level that keeps moving.

If that sounds discouraging, sit with it for a moment before deciding.

The spiral is not a punishment. It is a liberation from the exhausting pretense that you will one day have

done enough work to be done working. The pretense itself is the trap. The belief that arrival is possible creates

a particular kind of cruelty: it means that every moment of doubt, every return to an old pattern, every failure to

sustain a new practice becomes evidence of personal inadequacy rather than evidence that the work is

genuinely ongoing. If you believe arrival is possible and you have not arrived, the only explanation is that you

have not worked hard enough, or that you are constitutionally incapable of the transformation you teach.

David Holloway believes both of those things at 11:47 p.m. in that hotel room. He believes he should be

further along. He believes the span between what he teaches and what he practices is a moral failing rather than

a structural feature of the work. He has a journal entry from twenty-five years ago that tells him he saw this

coming, and he went to the conference anyway, and the next one, and the next one, and now he cannot

remember the last time he spoke his own language.

He is not sure he still knows it.

A word about structure.

Unlike the first three books, which used different composite characters to illustrate different chapters, this

book follows a single story across all three parts. You will find David Holloway in a hotel room, follow him

through a rupture, and walk with him into a dying town in Nebraska where something begins that will never

finish. His story is not about someone who fails and then succeeds. It is about someone who succeeds and then

discovers that success was another form of hiding, and then has to decide what to do with that discovery when

there is no clean resolution available.

I chose this structure because the spiral cannot be illustrated with separate examples. It must be lived as a

continuous narrative that deepens rather than progresses. Separate vignettes would let you observe the pattern

from outside. A sustained story pulls you in, makes you complicit, forces you to notice when you are doing the

same thing David is doing: building frameworks about transformation instead of transforming.

Part One examines the nature of the spiral itself, why we crave arrival, how we return to the same issues at

deeper levels, and how growth creates new blind spots even as it resolves old ones. Two of these chapters step

away from David entirely to address the underlying theory. The third returns to him ten years earlier, when the

pattern was already forming but not yet hardened.

Part Two addresses what it costs to stay in the work: holding contradiction without resolving it, surviving

exhaustion that is not metaphorical, building communities of practice that do not become self-congratulatory
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clubs, and sitting with the genuine desire to quit. The chapter on quitting is the most uncomfortable chapter in

this book. It presents the case for leaving and does not counter it.

Part Three confronts the Infinite Architect paradox directly. What happens when the spiral itself becomes

a destination. What happens when continuous improvement becomes continuous avoidance. What it means to

choose to stay anyway, not because the work is rewarding or the outcomes are visible, but because the

alternative, Heifetz would call it the "work avoidance" that masquerades as self-care, is worse.^4^

One more thing.

This book takes something away from you that the first three books gave. Those books offered tools:

grooves to interrupt, projections to catch, fears to face. Each tool was designed to make you more effective, and

each one works. This book does not give you a tool. It takes away the belief that the tools will ever be

sufficient, that using them well enough for long enough will eventually produce a version of yourself that no

longer needs to use them.

In exchange, it offers the practice of staying in the spiral. Not enduring it, which implies suffering. Not

surviving it, which implies threat. Choosing it, which implies that the alternative is always available and always

easier and always worse.

The unmasking never ends. It spirals. Each revolution returns you to the same questions at a deeper level,

integrates previous learning while revealing new masks you did not know you were wearing. The work is never

done, and the fact that it is never done is not a failure of the work. It is the work.

Let us begin.

^1^ Kegan, R. (1994). *In Over Our Heads: The Mental Demands of Modern Life*. Harvard University Press.

^2^ Heifetz, R. A. (1994). *Leadership Without Easy Answers*. Harvard University Press.

^3^ Kegan, R., & Lahey, L. L. (2009). *Immunity to Change: How to Overcome It and Unlock the Potential in Yourself and Your
Organization*. Harvard Business Press.

^4^ Heifetz, R. A., & Linsky, M. (2002). *Leadership on the Line: Staying Alive Through the Dangers of Leading*. Harvard Business
School Press.

PART ONE



PART ONE

THE SPIRAL NATURE OF TRANSFORMATION

The Hotel Room

The conference lanyard was still around David's neck when he found the journal.

He had not meant to find it. He was looking for a charger in the bottom of his bag, the leather messenger bag he had carried to a hundred

conferences, and his fingers touched the worn spine of a notebook he had forgotten he still owned.

Room 1412. The Marriott. Somewhere in the middle of the country. Tomorrow he would stand in front of six hundred executives and deliver

a keynote on Leading Through Disruption. Forty-five thousand dollars. Ninety minutes. He could do it in his sleep. He had, essentially, done it in

his sleep for years.

The journal was from Chicago. 1999. Before the TED talk, before the book, before the institute, before any of it. Back when he organized

tenant unions and got arrested and sat in church basements where people told the truth.

He should not have opened it.

The room service tray sat untouched on the desk. Steak, gone cold. He had ordered it out of habit. He was not hungry. He had not been hungry, he

realized, in a way that food could fix, for longer than he wanted to calculate.

Outside the window: parking lots, highway, a strip mall, the orange glow of a Denny's sign. The geography of nowhere. He had seen this

view, or views indistinguishable from it, hundreds of times. It no longer registered as a place. It was simply where he was before he was

somewhere else.

His phone showed a missed call from Maya. His daughter. Twenty-four years old. Working for a tenant organizing group in Oakland.

He would call her back tomorrow. After the keynote. When he had more time.

He opened the journal.

The handwriting was younger than he remembered. More urgent. The entries were dated but undisciplined, sometimes three in a day, sometimes

nothing for weeks.

March 14, 1999. The Rodriguez family got to stay. Forty-seven people showed up at the hearing. The landlord's lawyer looked

sick. Maria Rodriguez hugged me for so long I thought she'd never let go. I don't know what I'm doing but I know I'm supposed

to be doing it.

April 2, 1999. Arrested again. Third time. Worth it. The look on their faces when we wouldn't move. Like they couldn't believe

people would do this for strangers. We're not strangers. That's what they don't understand. We're not strangers.

May 19, 1999. Conference next week. First national one. Someone saw me speak at the rally and invited me. Said I had a gift

for making things clear. I should be excited. I'm not. Something feels wrong.
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David turned the page. His hands were not quite steady.

May 25, 1999. Night before the conference. I'm scared I'm going to lose something. I can't name

what it is. But I feel it slipping. The people in the church basement would know what I mean. The

people at this conference won't. I'm learning their language. I'm forgetting mine.

He read the entry three times.

Then he read it again.

His phone buzzed. A text from Maya.

Hey Dad. Called earlier. Working on the Delgado case, grandmother facing eviction so they can

build luxury condos. Sound familiar? Anyway. Wanted to talk. Call when you can.

He looked at the text. He looked at the journal. The separation between them was twenty-five years and no

years at all.

He called her back.

"Hey." Her voice had that edge. The edge he used to have. The edge that said:

This matters. This is real. I'm willing to get hurt for this.

"Hey, sweetheart. Got your message. The Delgado case sounds intense."

"It is." She paused. "Eighty-three years old. Lived there forty years. They're offering her twelve thousand

dollars to leave. Her grandson has autism and the only therapist he trusts is ten minutes away. If she moves, he

loses everything."

David knew the script. He had written versions of it. "What's your strategy?"

"Media pressure. Community showing. Legal delay tactics while we find a longer-term solution." She

paused again. "The usual."

"The usual works. Trust the process."

Silence.

"Dad."

"Yeah?"

"When's the last time you actually fought for something?"
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The question hung there. He could hear the hotel's ventilation system. The hum of electricity in the walls.

His own breathing.

"I fight for things all the time. The institute, the work we do, the..."

"That's what you'd tell a client, Dad." Her voice was not angry. It was something worse. Tired. "I asked

you."

He did not have an answer.

"I have a keynote tomorrow," he said finally. "Six hundred people. Let me call you after."

"Sure." The edge was gone from her voice. Something flatter had replaced it. "Talk then."

She hung up.

David sat on the edge of the bed with the journal open in his lap and his daughter's question in his chest.

When's the last time you actually fought for something?

He could not answer because the answer was too long ago to name.

He looked at the slides on his laptop. Leading Through Disruption. Forty-three slides. He knew every

transition, every laugh line, every moment of carefully calibrated vulnerability. He knew when to pause, when

to lower his voice, when to make eye contact with someone in the third row to create the illusion of intimacy.

It was good material. It helped people. That was not nothing.

And every principle in those slides, he realized now, he had learned in church basements. Vulnerability.

Truth-telling. Holding space for contradiction. He had taken what he learned in circles and translated it into a

language executives could hear. He had scaled it. Professionalized it. Made it accessible.

Made it safe.

So safe that he no longer had to practice any of it himself.

His reflection looked back at him from the darkened window. Fifty-two years old. Gray at the temples. The

blazer and open collar that said "approachable expert." The posture of someone who knows things.

The man who teaches authenticity, rehearsing his performance.

He turned back to the journal. Found the entry from the day after that first conference.
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May 27, 1999. They loved it. Standing ovation. Three people asked me to come speak at their

events. Someone mentioned a book deal. I should feel good. I don't. I feel like I got away with

something. Like I translated something sacred into something that could be sold. I told myself it

would help more people this way. Maybe it will. Maybe that's the lie I need to believe to keep

doing this.

Twenty-five years.

He had kept doing it for twenty-five years.

And every year, the lie had gotten easier to believe, until it no longer felt like a lie at all. Until expertise

had become armor so complete he had forgotten he was wearing it.

Until his daughter had to call from Oakland to ask him what the people in the church basement would have

asked without hesitation:

When's the last time you were actually in the room? Not as the expert. As the one being seen?

The steak was cold. The ice in the water glass had melted. The conference lanyard hung around his neck like a

credential for a person he was not sure he still was.

Tomorrow he would stand in front of six hundred people and tell them about disruption.

Tonight he sat with a journal from a life he had traded away and a question from a daughter who was

living the life he had abandoned.

He did not know what he was going to do.

That, at least, was honest.

CHAPTER 1

The Illusion of Completion

The human mind is a pattern-completing engine. Present three dots, and the visual cortex constructs a triangle

before conscious thought intervenes. Present a sequence of events, and the narrative faculty arranges them into

a story with a beginning, a middle, and an end. Present a difficult journey, and the mind imposes a destination,

because a journey without a destination is not a story at all. It is just motion. And motion without direction is,

for most people, indistinguishable from being lost.
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This is not a flaw in cognition. It is cognition. The capacity to extract pattern from noise, to construct

wholes from fragments, to project completion onto processes that have no inherent endpoint, is among the most

powerful capabilities the human brain possesses. Without it, learning would be impossible. Planning would be

impossible. Language itself, which requires the listener to anticipate the end of a sentence before the speaker

arrives there, would collapse.

The difficulty arises when this pattern-completing capacity encounters domains where completion does

not exist. Physical growth has an endpoint; the body reaches maturity and begins to decline along a trajectory

that is, within broad parameters, predictable. Skill acquisition has diminishing returns; the pianist's ten

thousandth hour of practice yields smaller gains than the hundredth. But the development of the mind's capacity

to make meaning from experience, what developmental psychologists call the subject-object relationship, has

no natural terminus. It can continue as long as the person continues. And because it can continue, the decision

to stop is always premature, even when it does not feel like a decision at all.

The illusion of completion is the belief that one has arrived. Not the belief that one has learned enough,

which would at least be an honest assessment of diminishing returns, but the deeper and more corrosive belief

that the structure through which one currently makes meaning is adequate to all future challenges. That growth

has reached its destination. That the self who exists now is, with minor adjustments, the self who should

continue to exist.

This chapter examines that illusion through three theoretical lenses: Robert Kegan's

constructive-developmental theory, which maps the stages through which adult meaning-making can evolve;

Ronald Heifetz's distinction between technical and adaptive challenges, which reveals how the illusion of

completion operates in professional settings; and Jack Mezirow's theory of transformative learning, which

describes the mechanism by which the illusion is both constructed and, occasionally, dismantled. The argument

is not that growth is impossible or that expertise is fraudulent. The argument is that the most dangerous

moment in any developmental trajectory is the moment the person on that trajectory decides it is finished.

Robert Kegan spent three decades at Harvard mapping the evolution of adult meaning-making, and the

framework he produced remains, forty years after its initial publication, the most rigorous account available of

how adults can grow beyond the structures they inherit.^1^ His central insight was deceptively simple:

development is not the accumulation of new content within an existing structure. It is the transformation of the

structure itself. The metaphor he returned to repeatedly was the shift from subject to object. What a person is

"subject to," they cannot see; it is the lens through which they look, invisible precisely because it is doing the

looking. What a person holds "as object," they can examine, evaluate, and potentially set aside; it has become

something they have rather than something they are.
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Kegan identified five progressively complex orders of consciousness, though for the purposes of this

argument, the final three are most relevant. The third order, which he termed the "socialized mind," is

characterized by a subject-object relationship in which the person's identity is embedded in, and therefore

defined by, the expectations and values of their surrounding community.^2^ A leader operating from the

socialized mind does not simply follow the norms of their professional community; they are constituted by

those norms. Their sense of self cannot be separated from the role their community assigns them.

The fourth order, the "self-authoring mind," represents a fundamental structural shift. The person has taken

their community's expectations and moved them from subject to object. They can now see those expectations

rather than seeing through them. They have constructed an internal framework, a set of values and

commitments that they authored rather than inherited, and their identity is grounded in that framework rather

than in external validation.^3^ This is the shift that most leadership development programs are designed to

produce, and when they produce it, the results are genuinely significant. A self-authoring leader can hold their

ground against institutional pressure because their ground is internal.

What Kegan's research reveals, and what the leadership development industry has been remarkably slow

to absorb, is that the self-authoring mind is not the endpoint. A fifth order exists: the "self-transforming mind,"

in which the person takes even their own internal framework, the one they authored, the one that feels most

essentially "them," and moves it from subject to object.^4^ They can now see the framework that defines them.

They can hold it alongside other frameworks. They can recognize that every way of knowing is simultaneously

a way of not-knowing, that every meaning-making structure both reveals and conceals, and that the very

identity they constructed with such effort is itself partial, contingent, and provisional.

The practical significance of this for understanding the illusion of completion is substantial. Kegan's

longitudinal research, tracking adults over decades, found that the majority of adults, including highly educated

professionals, do not reach the self-authoring mind, and that reaching the self-transforming mind is genuinely

rare.^5^ But the finding that matters most for the present argument is not about how few people reach higher

orders. It is about what happens to those who reach the self-authoring mind and stop there. They have

undergone genuine transformation. They have done real developmental work. They have arrived at a structure

of meaning-making that is more complex, more resilient, and more internally coherent than the one they left

behind.

And precisely because the transformation was real, the temptation to treat it as final is overwhelming. The

self-authoring mind feels like arrival because, relative to the socialized mind, it is. The person can now resist

external pressure, maintain internal consistency, act from principle rather than approval. These are genuine

capacities. They are also, and this is the crux, capacities that can become the walls of a new prison, one the

person built themselves and therefore has no reason to suspect exists.
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A person operating from an unexamined self-authoring mind has, in developmental terms, made their own

framework invisible to themselves. They have moved from being subject to their community's expectations to

being subject to their own self-authored identity. The structure changed. The relationship to the structure did

not. They are still unable to see what they are looking through; the only difference is that they built it instead of

inheriting it. This is not regression, but it is stagnation masquerading as maturity, and it is extraordinarily

difficult to detect from the inside because the person's own assessment tools are products of the very structure

that needs examination.^6^

Ronald Heifetz, working from a different theoretical tradition at the Kennedy School of Government, arrived at

a complementary framework that illuminates how the illusion of completion operates in professional contexts.

His distinction between technical and adaptive challenges has become so widely cited in leadership literature

that there is a real risk of it being treated as furniture rather than as the genuinely unsettling proposition it

represents.^7^

Technical challenges, in Heifetz's framework, are problems for which both the definition and the solution

already exist within the current repertoire of the person or organization facing them. The challenge is

execution, not understanding. Adaptive challenges, by contrast, require the people facing the challenge to

change their own values, beliefs, or behavior. The problem cannot be solved by applying existing expertise

more effectively, because existing expertise is part of the problem.^8^

The relevance to the illusion of completion is this: a person who has undergone genuine developmental

growth, who has moved from the socialized mind to the self-authoring mind, has successfully met a significant

adaptive challenge. They have changed their own values, beliefs, and behavior at the structural level. They

know, from direct experience, what adaptive work feels like: the disorientation, the loss, the slow

reconstruction of identity on different terms. They have done it.

The trap is that having successfully met one adaptive challenge can create the conviction that all future

challenges are technical. The person has built a framework. The framework works. New problems are

processed through the framework, and when the framework produces answers, the person concludes that the

problem has been solved. When it does not produce answers, the person concludes that the problem is poorly

defined, or that more data is needed, or that the people involved are resistant. What the person almost never

concludes is that the framework itself is the limitation.^9^

Heifetz named this phenomenon "work avoidance," and his description of its mechanisms is worth quoting

at length because of how precisely it maps onto the experience of accomplished professionals who have

genuinely grown:

The most common form of work avoidance among leaders is the application of technical expertise to

adaptive problems. The leader's competence becomes the primary obstacle, because the leader's competence is
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precisely what must be questioned, and questioning it feels like a repudiation of everything that competence

was built upon.^10^

Consider the equity consultant who spent years developing a sophisticated framework for analyzing

institutional racism, who can name patterns that others cannot see, whose diagnostic accuracy is genuinely

valuable. That consultant's framework is a real achievement. It represents developmental work that was

difficult and costly and produced genuine insight. It is also, inevitably, partial. It captures certain patterns and

misses others. It is calibrated to the contexts in which it was developed and may not transfer cleanly to new

ones. It reflects the particular historical moment in which it was constructed and may need revision as

conditions change.

None of this diminishes the framework's value. All of it means that the framework cannot be the endpoint.

But the consultant's identity is now organized around the framework. Their reputation depends on it. Their

income derives from it. Their sense of professional competence is measured by their ability to apply it. Under

these conditions, treating a challenge to the framework as an opportunity for growth requires a kind of

self-disruption that is qualitatively different from the disruption that built the framework in the first place. The

first disruption meant leaving behind a structure that was given. This disruption means leaving behind a

structure that was earned.^11^

This is why Heifetz insists that adaptive work always involves loss, and that the loss is not incidental but

constitutive. The learning cannot happen without the loss, because the loss is the learning. What must be given

up is not just a particular belief or practice but a portion of the identity that was organized around that belief or

practice.^12^ For the person caught in the illusion of completion, this is precisely the demand that cannot be

met, because the identity in question was not inherited or imposed. It was authored. Surrendering it feels not

like growth but like self-betrayal.

Jack Mezirow's theory of transformative learning, developed in parallel with Kegan's

constructive-developmental framework, provides the most detailed account of how adults actually move

through the kind of structural change that both Kegan and Heifetz describe. The theory is useful here because it

makes visible something that Kegan's stage model can obscure: the process is neither automatic nor linear, and

it can be arrested at any point, often by the very capacities that earlier stages of the process produced.^13^

Mezirow identified a sequence that begins with what he called a "disorienting dilemma": an experience

that cannot be assimilated into existing meaning-making structures. The experience does not fit. The person's

frameworks cannot account for it without distortion, and the distortion is, at least in some cases, recognizable

as distortion rather than interpretation.^14^ What follows the dilemma, if the person does not retreat from it, is

a period of "critical self-reflection" in which the assumptions underlying the person's meaning-making become

visible, sometimes for the first time.
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The word "critical" in Mezirow's usage carries a specific meaning that is often lost in casual application of

his framework. He did not mean thoughtful reflection or careful consideration. He meant reflection that puts the

reflecting subject at risk: reflection that examines not just what the person thinks but the structure of thinking

itself, the premises so deeply embedded that they operate as perception rather than interpretation.^15^ This is

the moment at which the person encounters what Kegan would call their subject: the invisible framework

through which they have been looking. And this is the moment that the illusion of completion is specifically

designed to prevent.

Because here is the mechanism of the illusion, stated plainly: a person who believes they have completed

their developmental journey has no reason to engage in critical self-reflection. The disorienting dilemma

arrives, as it inevitably must, and the person assimilates it. Their framework is sophisticated enough to produce

an account of the dilemma that preserves the framework intact. The equity consultant encounters a situation

their model does not explain, and they categorize the situation as an exception, or as an instance of a pattern

they have already named, or as evidence of the other party's resistance. The framework bends but does not

break. The disorienting dilemma is neutralized before it can disorient.

Chris Argyris described this process with characteristic precision as "skilled incompetence": the

deployment of high-level cognitive and interpersonal skills in the service of avoiding learning.^16^ The more

skilled the person, the more effectively they can defend against the very disruption that would enable further

growth. Argyris and Donald Schon drew a distinction between "single-loop learning," in which the person

adjusts their behavior within an existing framework, and "double-loop learning," in which the person examines

and revises the framework itself.^17^ The illusion of completion is, in their terms, the condition that makes

single-loop learning feel like double-loop learning. The person is genuinely adjusting, genuinely refining,

genuinely getting better within their current structure. What they are not doing is questioning whether the

structure itself is adequate.

Mezirow's framework includes a further stage that is often cited but rarely examined for what it actually

demands. After critical self-reflection, the person must engage in what he called "reflective discourse":

dialogue with others who will challenge the emerging understanding, who will not allow the person to

construct a new prison to replace the old one.^18^ This is the stage at which the illusion of completion becomes

most visible, because the person caught in the illusion has already built a community of discourse that confirms

rather than challenges their framework. They speak at conferences where their perspective is the invited

perspective. They publish in outlets that share their assumptions. They mentor protegees who adopt their

language. The discourse is real, but it is not reflective in Mezirow's sense, because it does not put the person's

foundational assumptions at risk.

None of this is necessarily conscious. The equity consultant does not decide to surround themselves with

confirming voices. The process is structural, not intentional. The person's framework attracts people who share
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it, and the resulting community reinforces the framework that attracted them, and the reinforcement feels like

validation rather than confinement. From the inside, it looks like intellectual community. From the outside, it

looks like an echo chamber with a bibliography.^19^

The practical consequences of the illusion deserve attention because they extend well beyond individual

development into the organizations and communities that the completed person serves.

A leader who believes they have arrived will, reliably, produce three organizational effects. First, they will

redefine all challenges as technical. Problems that require the leader to change will be reframed as problems

that require the organization to execute.^20^ Second, they will build systems that reflect and reinforce their

current framework, creating institutional structures that make alternative frameworks progressively harder to

sustain. Third, and most corrosively, they will model completion for everyone around them. Their presence

communicates, without anyone saying it explicitly, that the goal of development is to reach the place where the

leader already stands. Growth becomes aspiration toward a fixed point rather than participation in an ongoing

process.

The damage is compounded by the fact that the leader's framework is usually good. This is not a case of

incompetence or corruption. The framework works. It explains things. It guides action. It produces results that

are, within the framework's own terms, successful. The problem is not that the framework is wrong but that it is

partial, and that the leader's relationship to it prevents them from seeing what it does not contain.^21^

There is a particular form of this that appears in equity and justice work, and it deserves direct examination

because the stakes are highest there. A person who has done genuine anti-racist work, who has examined their

own assumptions and changed their behavior and developed sophisticated analytical tools for understanding

systemic oppression, can reach a point where their sophistication itself becomes a defense. They have the

vocabulary to categorize any challenge to their approach: fragility, resistance, tone policing, centering comfort.

These categories are often accurate. They are also, when deployed reflexively, a mechanism for avoiding the

adaptive work of examining whether one's own framework for understanding racism has limitations that the

framework itself cannot reveal.

This is genuinely uncomfortable territory, and it should be. The argument is not that anti-racist

frameworks are wrong or that critical self-examination is a luxury. The argument is that the illusion of

completion is most dangerous precisely where the stakes are highest, because the person's conviction that they

have arrived is reinforced by the genuine importance of where they stand. Questioning a framework that

addresses real harm feels like an attack on the effort to address that harm. The conflation is understandable, and

it is also the mechanism by which the illusion perpetuates itself.
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The research across these three traditions converges on a finding that is simple to state and extraordinarily

difficult to live with: there is no developmental stage at which the work of development is complete.

Kegan's self-transforming mind is not a destination. It is a stance, a relationship to one's own

meaning-making that must be continuously maintained because the forces that push toward reification, toward

treating one's current framework as permanent, are relentless and structural.^22^ Heifetz's adaptive leadership

is not a skill that, once acquired, can be deployed at will. It is a practice that requires the leader to tolerate loss

in perpetuity, to remain willing to have their competence disrupted long after they have earned the right to

believe in it.^23^ Mezirow's transformative learning is not an event but a cycle, and the cycle does not

complete because each transformation creates a new structure that will, in time, encounter its own disorienting

dilemma.^24^

The illusion of completion, then, is not a character flaw. It is a structural feature of development itself.

Growth produces competence, competence produces identity, identity produces investment in the framework

that generated it, and investment produces resistance to the disruption that would enable further growth. The

cycle is not vicious in the moral sense; no one is to blame for it. It is vicious in the mechanical sense: it is

self-reinforcing, and the forces that sustain it are proportional to the quality of the growth that preceded it. The

better the framework, the stronger the illusion. The more genuine the transformation, the more convincing the

case that transformation is complete.

David Holloway's trajectory, which the introduction to this book has already sketched, is one instance of

this pattern. It is not a unique instance. The church basements produced real growth. The keynote stages

produced real influence. The distance between the two produced the illusion that growth had a direction and a

destination, that the movement from vulnerability to expertise was a journey completed rather than a dynamic

arrested. But David's story is not the point of this chapter. The point is the structure that his story instantiates:

the developmental logic by which genuine growth becomes the foundation for developmental stagnation.

That logic operates with particular force in professional contexts where expertise is the currency, where

identity is organized around knowing, and where the community rewards arrival rather than continuation. It

operates with particular force in education, where the leader's developmental position shapes the developmental

possibilities of everyone around them. And it operates with particular force in equity work, where the stakes

make the illusion feel not just comfortable but necessary, because the alternative to arrival is the admission that

one's most deeply held frameworks might be inadequate to the harm they are meant to address.

The illusion of completion resists every intervention you might expect to work against it. Knowledge of

the pattern, as Argyris demonstrated with uncomfortable clarity, is entirely compatible with continued

enactment of the pattern.^25^ Humility can itself become a performance substituting for structural change.

Adding new content to an existing framework is precisely the technical response to what is fundamentally an

adaptive challenge. The illusion persists because it operates in the felt quality of the expertise, in the bodily
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sense of having done the work, and that felt quality is indistinguishable from the real thing even when the felt

quality is the disguise.

It is overcome, to the extent that it can be overcome at all, by the willingness to hold one's own framework

as object rather than subject, to submit one's own meaning-making to the kind of critical examination that the

framework was built to perform on others, and to remain in that examination long after it stops being

intellectually interesting and starts being personally costly. The developmental literature is unambiguous on

this point, even if the people who cite it most fluently are often the least willing to apply it to themselves:

completion is the illusion. Continuation is the work.
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CHAPTER 2

Returning Deeper

Ten years before the hotel room, before the keynote circuit, before Maya's question cut him open in Room

1412, David Holloway sat in a rented office in Lincoln, Nebraska, and tried to explain what he did for a living.

The woman across the desk was a program officer at a small foundation. She had read his proposal. She

wanted to fund community-based transformation work. She had one question: "How will you know it's

working?"

David remembers the pause. He remembers the fluorescent light buzzing. He remembers that he opened

his mouth and closed it again, twice, before answering.

What he said was something about observable shifts in participant behavior, about self-reported growth,

about the quality of truth-telling in circle. It was true, all of it. It was also, he would realize later, the beginning

of the translation. The moment when lived experience started becoming language that foundations could

process.

She funded him. And in the funding, something shifted that he would not recognize for another decade.

I am not sure whether what happened next was corruption or maturation. I have been turning this question

over for long enough to suspect it may be both, and I still cannot tell you which part is which.

The spiral, as a concept, suggests that we return to the same material at deeper levels. This is supposed to

be reassuring. You are not going backward; you are going deeper. The issues you thought you resolved

reappear because you are now capable of seeing dimensions that were invisible before. The return is evidence

of growth, not failure.

I believe this. Most days. On other days I wonder whether the concept of "returning deeper" is itself a

sophistication that protects us from a simpler and less comfortable possibility: that we return to the same

material because we never actually addressed it in the first place.^1^

David, in that Lincoln office in 2004, was forty-two years old. He had spent fifteen years in community

work, most of it in church basements and rented meeting rooms, facilitating circles where people told the truth

about their lives. He was good at it. He knew how to hold space, how to name what was happening without
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interpreting it, how to let silence do its work. These were not abstract skills. He had learned them by sitting in

circles where his own truth was at stake.

The foundation grant changed the frame. Not immediately, and not in ways he could point to at the time.

The work continued. The circles continued. But now there was a reporting structure, a set of deliverables, a

language of outcomes that required him to stand slightly outside the process in order to describe it to people

who were not in the room.

Robert Kegan would call this a shift in the subject-object relationship: what had been the water David

swam in became something he could observe, name, and report on.^2^ That shift is, in most developmental

frameworks, a sign of growth. You are no longer embedded in the experience. You can see it. You can

articulate its structure.

But there is a cost to that articulation that the developmental frameworks tend to understate.

When David was embedded in the circle, he was a participant who happened to be skilled at facilitation.

When he began describing the circle to funders, he became an expert who happened to have once been a

participant. The knowledge was the same. The position was different. And position, it turns out, changes

everything.

I want to be careful here, because the obvious reading is that David sold out. That he traded authenticity

for funding, community for career, presence for performance. That reading is too clean. It turns a gradual,

ambiguous process into a morality tale, and morality tales are one of the ways we avoid sitting with genuine

complexity.

What actually happened was slower and stranger. David continued the circle work for years after the first

grant. He continued to sit in circles himself, continued to be moved by what happened there, continued to

believe in the process with complete sincerity. The shift was not from sincerity to cynicism. It was from

participation to observation, and it happened so incrementally that he never experienced a moment of choosing.

This is what makes the spiral disorienting rather than clarifying. If David had sold out, if there were a

clean before-and-after, he could locate the error and correct it. But the error, if it was an error, was distributed

across hundreds of small decisions, each one reasonable, each one moving him slightly further from the

position of participant toward the position of expert.

A journal entry from early 2005, about eight months after the foundation meeting:

Presented at the conference today. Forty-five minutes on circle practice and the conditions for

transformation. Standing ovation. I felt something I don't have a word for. Not pride exactly. Not

discomfort exactly. Something in between. Like hearing your own voice on a recording and

knowing it's yours but not recognizing it.



THE UNMASKING SPIRAL

24

I read that entry and I do not know what to do with it. It describes a man who is already aware that something is

shifting, who can feel the space between the work and the description of the work, who has enough

self-awareness to note the discomfort but not enough distance to name what it means.

Was that the moment to stop? To say no to the next conference, the next grant, the next invitation to

describe something that could only be fully known through participation? Maybe. But the conferences reached

hundreds of people. The grants funded dozens of circles. The description of the work helped the work spread.

Every argument for stopping was also an argument for a kind of purity that would have left the work smaller

and less accessible.

This is the bind that the spiral concept is supposed to resolve. You do not have to choose between the

earlier version and the later version, the theory says. You hold both. You return to the earlier material with the

sophistication of the later position. You integrate rather than abandon.

But what if integration is its own form of avoidance? What if the ability to hold both positions

simultaneously is precisely what prevents you from feeling the full weight of either one?

I am asking these questions because I genuinely do not know the answers. Not as a rhetorical device, not

as a way of modeling intellectual humility for the reader. I have watched David's trajectory, and I have watched

my own, and I am not confident that "returning deeper" describes what is actually happening when we circle

back to material we thought we had addressed.

Sometimes it is deepening. Sometimes it is repetition with better vocabulary.

The difference between those two possibilities may not be visible from the inside.

Edgar Schein writes about the anxiety that accompanies genuine learning, distinguishing between

"learning anxiety," the fear of what it will cost to change, and "survival anxiety," the recognition that failing to

change will cost more.^3^ For learning to occur, survival anxiety must exceed learning anxiety. But Schein

also notes that the relationship between the two is not always honest. We can manufacture a sense of survival

anxiety that justifies learning we were going to pursue anyway, learning that does not actually threaten our

current position.

David's trajectory fits this pattern uncomfortably well. Each stage of his career involved genuine learning.

Moving from participant to facilitator required new skills. Moving from facilitator to presenter required new

competencies. Moving from presenter to consultant required a different kind of intellectual work. None of it

was fake. All of it was real learning.

And all of it moved in the same direction: away from the vulnerability of sitting in a circle where his own

truth was at stake, and toward the safety of describing that vulnerability to audiences who admired him for

having once practiced it.
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The spiral, if it is real, should have interrupted this trajectory. It should have brought David back to the

circle. And in a sense, it did. Maya's question, the journal, the hotel room, the reckoning at fifty-two: these

were the spiral's return. The same material, surfacing at a deeper level.

But here is what troubles me. The spiral returned after twenty-five years. For twenty-five years, David was

moving in one direction, accumulating expertise and distance in equal measure, and the spiral did not intervene.

It did not tap him on the shoulder at forty-five. It did not send a warning at forty-eight. It waited until the

separation between who he was and who he presented himself to be had become a canyon, and then it sent his

daughter to stand on the other side.

If the spiral is a developmental structure, a natural feature of human growth, then twenty-five years of

uninterrupted drift is a long time to wait for the return. Long enough that a person might reasonably conclude

the return is not inevitable. That some people drift and keep drifting. That the spiral is not a guarantee but a

possibility, and that the possibility depends on conditions that are not always present.

David had Maya. He had the journal. He had enough residual self-awareness to recognize the dissonance

when it appeared. Not everyone has those things.

Etienne Wenger's work on communities of practice suggests that identity formation is not individual but

relational; we become who we are through participation in communities that shape what counts as competence,

what counts as knowledge, what counts as belonging.^4^ David's communities shifted. The church basement

circle was replaced by the conference circuit. The community of practitioners was replaced by the community

of experts. And in each community, different things counted as competence.

In the first community, competence meant being present. In the second, competence meant being articulate

about presence.

The spiral concept asks us to believe that the second form of competence includes and transcends the first.

That David at forty-two, sitting in the Lincoln office translating circle work into grant language, was operating

at a higher level than David at twenty-seven, sitting in the circle itself.

I am not sure that is true.

It might be true. The ability to see a process from the outside, to name its structure, to communicate it to

people who have not experienced it: these are genuine capacities. They represent a kind of growth. David at

forty-two could do things David at twenty-seven could not.

But David at twenty-seven could do something David at forty-two could not. He could sit in the circle

without watching himself sit in the circle. He could be present without narrating his own presence. He could be

vulnerable without framing his vulnerability as a professional competency.
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And that loss, if it is a loss, is not addressed by "returning deeper." Returning deeper implies that the

earlier capacity is still available, just buried under layers of sophistication that the spiral will peel away. But

what if some capacities, once lost, do not return? What if the ability to be unselfconsciously present in a circle

is not something you can recover through a more sophisticated form of self-consciousness?

I do not know. And David, sitting in Room 1412 with a journal from 1999, did not know either.

What he knew was this: the journal described a person he no longer recognized. Not because that person

was naive, though naivety was part of it. Because that person inhabited a relationship with the work that David

had left behind so gradually he never noticed the departure.

The spiral says: you will return. The spiral says: the return is growth. The spiral says: you are not going

backward.

Maybe.

Or maybe the spiral is a story we tell ourselves about drift, a way of reframing loss as development, a

narrative that makes how far apart who we were and who we have become feel intentional rather than

accidental.

David closed the journal. The room was quiet. The keynote was in eleven hours. He did not know what he

would say, and for the first time in longer than he could remember, not knowing felt like the most honest

position available to him.

^1^ Argyris, C. (1991). Teaching Smart People How to Learn. *Harvard Business Review*, 69(3). Argyris's distinction between single-loop
and double-loop learning raises an uncomfortable question: whether what we call "returning deeper" might sometimes be single-loop
learning dressed in double-loop language.

^2^ Kegan, R. (1994). *In Over Our Heads: The Mental Demands of Modern Life*. Harvard University Press.

^3^ Schein, E. (2010). *Organizational Culture and Leadership* (4th ed.). Jossey-Bass.

^4^ Wenger, E. (1998). *Communities of Practice: Learning, Meaning, and Identity*. Cambridge University Press.

CHAPTER 3

The Self-Deception of Progress

Growth creates blind spots. Not despite the growth. Because of it.

Every new capability comes with new forms of hiding. Every insight can become a defense. Every

transformation creates conditions for the next self-deception, more refined than the last and therefore harder to

detect.
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David Holloway had grown enormously over twenty-five years. He had developed genuine expertise. He

had helped thousands of people. And in the process, he had constructed an identity so sophisticated that he

could no longer see through it.

The sophistication was the problem.

Consider the architecture of his self-deception.

He believed he was serving transformation. He was. His frameworks worked. People used them and

changed. He believed he had done his own inner work. He had. The church basement experiences were real,

and the learning was genuine. He believed his current position was the natural evolution of his earlier

commitments, and it was. No single step along the way had been a betrayal. Each conference, each book, each

consulting contract had followed logically from the one before.

All of these beliefs were true. All of them were hiding something.

What they hid was the gap between what David taught and what David practiced. Between the

transformation he offered others and the transformation he was no longer undergoing himself. The beliefs were

true, and they were also a wall. A wall made of accuracy. A prison built from valid points.

The conversation happened on a Thursday, eleven months before the hotel room.

David was in his home office. Maya had come home from college for the weekend, and she was standing

in the doorway watching him prep slides for a keynote. The slides said things like "Vulnerability as Leadership

Practice" and "The Courage to Not Know."

She watched for a while. Then she said: "Do you actually believe this stuff?"

David looked up. He smiled. "Which stuff?"

"The vulnerability stuff. The not-knowing stuff."

"Of course I believe it." He turned back to his screen. "I've spent twenty years developing it."

"That's not what I asked."

He stopped. Something in her voice was different. Not confrontational exactly, but unwilling to let the

deflection pass. He set the laptop aside and gave her his full attention, which was itself a practiced move,

something he taught executives to do.

"I believe in the work," he said. "I've seen it change people."
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"I didn't ask if you've seen it change people. I asked if you believe it. Like, do you practice it. Are you

vulnerable? Do you actually sit in not-knowing?"

David felt the familiar reflex. He had a framework for this. Maya was exhibiting what he would call "the

authenticity demand," a developmental stage where young adults test authority figures against their stated

values. He had written about it. He had a slide for it somewhere.

"I think vulnerability looks different at different stages of a career," he said.

Maya stared at him. The stare lasted four seconds, which is a long time when your daughter is looking at

you like she is seeing something she hoped she would not see.

"You just did it," she said.

"Did what?"

"You just used a framework to avoid answering a personal question. You categorized what I was doing

instead of responding to what I was saying. You do this all the time."

The room was quiet. David's first impulse was to explain that she was misreading the situation, that his

response was genuine, that professional expertise and personal practice are not the same thing. His second

impulse was to note, with some pride, that she had identified the pattern correctly; she was sharp and he had

raised her well.

His third impulse, the one that arrived after the other two had passed through, was nausea.

Because she was right. He had categorized her. He had placed her concern inside a developmental

framework so he would not have to feel the weight of what she was actually saying. And the move had been so

automatic, so deeply practiced, that he had not noticed himself doing it.

"When's the last time you actually fought for something?" she asked.

He opened his mouth. Nothing came.

"Not coached someone. Not consulted. Not given a talk about it. When's the last time you put something

real on the line?"

David sat in the chair where he had recorded three online courses and hosted over a hundred video calls

with clients who paid four hundred dollars an hour. He sat there and he could not answer his daughter's

question.

Not because the answer was complicated. Because the answer was simple, and the simplicity was

unbearable.
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The answer was twenty-five years ago.

Chris Argyris spent his career studying this exact pattern. He called it "skilled incompetence": the use of

well-developed skills to produce outcomes you do not intend and then to remain unaware that you are doing

so.^1^

The key word is "skilled." The problem is not a lack of capability. The capability has become part of the

problem. People are too good at what they do to notice that what they do is not working.

Argyris found the pattern everywhere. Managers skilled at communication used their communication

skills to shut down feedback. Consultants who were experts in organizational learning structured engagements

that prevented their own learning. Therapists who understood defense mechanisms used that understanding to

defend against seeing their own defenses.

The more skilled the person, the more sophisticated the avoidance.

David was highly skilled. His avoidance was correspondingly sophisticated. When someone questioned

his approach, he could categorize their concern. He had frameworks for understanding resistance, for mapping

developmental stages, for diagnosing organizational dynamics. The frameworks were accurate. They were also,

in the moment Maya was standing in his doorway, defensive.

"They are not ready to hear this" is a valid observation. It is also a way of not having to reconsider what

you are saying. "This organization is at an earlier developmental stage" is a valid diagnosis. It is also a way of

positioning yourself as beyond the critique. "Some people find transformation threatening" is a valid insight. It

is also a way of dismissing the specific threat someone is naming.

David's frameworks gave him a language for understanding everything except his own evasion. They

illuminated the world while casting a shadow exactly his own shape.

There are two modes of engaging with transformation.

In the first mode, you are a practitioner. You are in the process, do not know the outcome, and you are at

risk. In the second mode, you are an expert. You have been through the process. You know how it works. You

can guide others through it.

Both modes are legitimate. Communities need practitioners and they need experts.

But the two modes have different relationships to growth. The practitioner grows by going through the

fire. The expert grows by helping others go through it. The danger is that expert mode can become a permanent

position. A person can spend an entire career helping others transform while exempting themselves from the

process. Their expertise becomes their exemption.
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David had been in expert mode for so long he had forgotten what practitioner mode felt like. He had

forgotten the vulnerability, the not-knowing, the genuine risk of being inside a process whose outcome you

cannot control. He had been guiding people through fires he no longer walked through himself.

His daughter had not forgotten. She was twenty-one and she was still walking through fires, still inside

processes she could not predict or control. That was why she could see what he could not. The practitioner

recognizes the expert's avoidance because the practitioner is still paying the cost the expert has learned to defer.

After Maya left the doorway, David sat for a long time.

He did not reach for his journal. He did not call a colleague. He did not process the conversation through

any of his frameworks, though the frameworks kept offering themselves like loyal dogs nudging his hand.

What he did was replay the conversation. Not the content of it but the feel of it. The moment when she said

"You just did it" and he felt the floor shift. The moment when the category he had placed her in dissolved, and

what remained was just his daughter, standing in a doorway, telling him something true.

He had spent twenty-five years learning to sit with other people's discomfort. He had built an institute

around it. He charged money for it.

Sitting with his own was a different thing entirely.

The discomfort was not that Maya was angry. She was not angry. The discomfort was that she was

accurate. She had described the pattern with the precision of someone who had been watching it for years,

which of course she had. Children are the longest-running longitudinal study of their parents' contradictions.

And David's contradiction was this: he had professionalized authenticity. He had turned

being-true-to-oneself into a skill set that could be taught, a competency that could be developed, a product that

could be sold. In doing so, he had captured something real. Authenticity does involve skills. It can be

developed. There is genuine value in helping people access it.

But something was lost in the translation, and what was lost was the dimension of authenticity that cannot

be skilled. The dimension that is not about competence but about surrender. The dimension that requires you to

not know what you are doing.

David knew exactly what he was doing. That was the problem.

His journal from 1999 contained a warning he had not heeded:

I feel like I got away with something. Like I translated something sacred into something that

could be sold.
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He had gotten away with something. For twenty-five years, he had sold translations of transformation without

undergoing further transformation himself. The translations were good and they helped people, but they were

translations, not the original text. Over time, David had forgotten the original text entirely. He knew only his

translations.

This is how the self-deception of progress operates. A person moves forward, develops, achieves, and all

the while they are moving away from something essential that they have not noticed they are leaving behind.

The progress is real. The loss is also real. And the progress makes the loss invisible, because who examines the

ground they have already covered? Who returns to the site of a victory to check whether something was left

behind in the winning?

The pattern is not unique to David. It is endemic to any field where transformation is the product.

The therapist who helps others process their trauma while leaving their own unprocessed. The leadership

coach who develops other leaders while their own leadership stagnates. The equity consultant who diagnoses

systemic racism in client organizations while remaining blind to their own complicity in maintaining

comfortable distance from the communities they claim to serve.

In each case, the expertise is real. The help provided is genuine. And the helper has quietly exempted

themselves from the very process they facilitate. The exemption is usually unconscious. Nobody decides to

stop growing. They simply get good enough at helping others grow that their own growth becomes invisible,

even to them.

Self-deception of this kind operates through what the first book in this series called the three grooves: evidence,

attribution, and prediction.

Through the evidence groove, David saw confirmation of his growth everywhere. The successful

engagements, the grateful clients, the expanding influence confirmed that he was on the right track. Through

the attribution groove, he located any problems outside himself. When something did not work, it was the

organization's resistance, the participant's unreadiness, the systemic barriers that prevented implementation.

Through the prediction groove, he constructed futures in which his current approach eventually succeeded. The

impact was cumulative. The seeds he was planting would bear fruit. Stay the course.

All three grooves worked together to maintain the illusion that progress was happening and that David was

the agent of that progress. The grooves filtered reality to fit the story he was telling about himself. And because

the story contained large amounts of truth, the filtering was nearly undetectable.
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The spiral does not let anyone rest. It keeps returning a person to the same material at deeper levels. Refuse the

return and calcification begins. The position that was once the leading edge of growth becomes a fortress

against further growth.

David had built a very nice fortress. It had a TED talk and a bestselling book and a thriving institute. It had

all the markers of success. But a fortress is still a prison when you cannot leave it.

The question David faced after the conversation with Maya, a question that would sharpen over the

following eleven months until the night in the hotel room, was whether he was willing to leave. Whether he

could step outside the identity that had served him so well. Whether he could risk the expertise that had become

his armor.

The cost of staying was becoming visible. It was costing him his daughter's respect. It was costing him the

aliveness he had felt in the church basements. It was costing him the language he had once spoken, the

language beneath the frameworks, the language of being human among humans without the armor of expertise.

He replayed Maya's stare. Four seconds. The way her face did not harden but also did not soften. The clinical

quality of her observation, as if she were reporting data.

You just did it.

Three words. No anger in them.

He could not categorize that stare. He had no framework for a child who sees through you without malice,

who names the divide between your teaching and your practice with the same precision you taught her to use.

He sat in the chair. The slides glowed on the laptop screen. "Vulnerability as Leadership Practice." The

cursor blinked.

He closed the laptop.

^1^ Argyris, C. (1986). "Skilled Incompetence." *Harvard Business Review*, 64(5), 74-79.

PART TWO



PART TWO

SUSTAINING THE WORK

The Keynote

The conference organizer was still speaking when David walked to the podium.

"...author of the bestselling Leadership Beyond Performance, founder of the Holloway Institute for Transformational Leadership, and one of

the most sought-after voices in authentic leadership development. Please welcome David Holloway."

Six hundred executives applauded. The sound washed over him like something happening to someone else.

The slides were loaded. Sixty-three slides. He had delivered this keynote, or versions close enough to be indistinguishable, one hundred and

twelve times.

He touched the clicker. The first slide glowed behind him: LEADING THROUGH DISRUPTION: Authentic Leadership in Uncertain

Times.

His opening line was ready. The greatest disruption isn't happening to your industry. It's happening to your assumptions about who you are

as a leader.

He opened his mouth to say it.

Nothing came out.

Later, he would not be able to explain what happened in those seconds. The room was silent except for the hum of the HVAC system. Six

hundred faces waited.

In his pocket, his phone held the missed call from Maya. In his briefcase under the podium, the journal from 1999 sat like a grenade with the

pin pulled.

And something else waited too. Something that had been waiting for twenty-five years.

David looked at the audience. Really looked. He saw them as what they were: six hundred people who wanted something about leadership,

authenticity, becoming more of who they could be.

And he was about to give them sixty-three slides of expertly crafted performance.

"I'm not going to give the talk I prepared."

The words came out before he decided to say them. From the side of the room, he saw the conference organizer's smile freeze.

"Last night, I found a journal I wrote twenty-five years ago. Before the TED talk. Before the book. Before any of this." He gestured at the screen.

"I was organizing tenants in Chicago. Getting arrested. Sitting in church basements where people told each other the truth."
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He paused. The room was very quiet. A different quiet than the polished pause at slide thirty-four.

"In that journal, I wrote this: I'm scared I'm going to lose something. I cannot name what it is. But I feel it

slipping. I'm learning their language. I'm forgetting mine."

"I went to that conference anyway. And the next one. And the next one. And here I am, twenty-five years

later, standing in front of you with sixty-three slides about authentic leadership, and I cannot remember the last

time I sat in a circle where I wasn't the expert."

"My daughter called me last night. She's twenty-four. She organizes tenants in Oakland. She asked me a

question."

He let the silence hold.

"She asked when the last time was that I actually fought for something."

The next forty-five minutes were unlike anything David had done on a stage.

He did not click through the slides. He talked about the trade he had made, each step sensible, each step

further from the church basement. He talked about how expertise becomes armor.

He did not have a framework for what he was saying. He did not have three key takeaways or an acronym

to help them remember. He had only what was true.

Some people looked inspired. More looked uncomfortable. A few were openly confused; they had paid for

actionable insights, not a confession.

In the back of the room, a man stood and walked out. Then another. Then a woman near the middle.

David kept talking.

"I don't have three steps for you," he said. "I don't have a model. I have a question my daughter asked me

that I could not answer, and a journal entry from a person I used to be, and the recognition that I have been

teaching people how to take off masks while mine has become so sophisticated I forgot I was wearing it."

He finished. The room was silent. Then scattered applause, uncertain, divided.

David stepped away from the podium. His hands were shaking.

The conference organizer found him in the hallway.
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"What the hell was that?"

Her name was Patricia. She had booked David four times. She would not book him a fifth.

"I paid forty-five thousand dollars for 'Leading Through Disruption.' I got a therapy session."

"I know."

"Are you okay?"

"I don't know," he said. "Maybe that's the most honest thing I've said in years."

Patricia nodded, the way you nod when you have decided someone is no longer your problem.

"I'll send the check anyway. But don't expect a call next year."

He was about to leave when three people found him.

They were not from the front rows. They were from the back, the seats where people sat when they were

not sure they wanted to be there.

The first was a woman in her sixties. Margaret Chen. 'That thing you described,' she said. 'The church

basement. The circles where people tell the truth.' She paused. 'I had that once. A women's group in the

eighties. We stopped meeting when we all got promoted.'

The second was James Okonkwo, a principal at an elementary school. 'I used to teach sixth grade,' he said.

'I was good at it. Then I became an administrator because that's what you do. Now I spend my days in meetings

about metrics.'

The third was a woman who did not introduce herself. 'I quit my job six months ago because of what you

just described. Except I didn't have language for it until now.'

David looked at the three of them. They were not asking for advice. They were being witnessed. And they

were offering to witness him.

"I don't know what to do with this," he said.

Margaret smiled. "Neither did we. That's why we came back here."

David drove home that afternoon instead of flying. He needed the hours. He needed the highway and the

nothing of the landscape and the silence.
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He did not feel liberated.

He felt exposed. Raw. Like a wound that had been covered so long that the air itself was painful. He had

told the truth, and the truth had not set him free. It had set him loose.

Somewhere in Nebraska, flat land, gray sky, a grain elevator on the horizon, he understood something.

Breaking the mask once is not transformation. It is a single moment of honesty in a lifetime of

construction. It makes you someone who confessed once. It does not make you someone who has stopped

building masks.

Already, even as he drove, he could feel the story forming. The narrative of the keynote that went

off-script. If he was not careful, by next week the confession would become a framework. By next year, he

would be giving keynotes about the keynote where he stopped giving keynotes.

The spiral was already turning.

He passed a sign: Superior, NE, 57 miles.

He had never heard of Superior, Nebraska. He did not know then that he would hear of it again.

For now, he just drove. The flat land stretched in every direction. And somewhere in his chest, something

that had been locked for a very long time had begun to move.

It did not feel like freedom.

It felt like the beginning of something that would not end.

CHAPTER 4

Holding Contradiction

The premise of this chapter is simple. The execution of it is not.

The premise: some of the most important tensions in equity work cannot be resolved. They can only be

held. And the capacity to hold them, to sustain two true and opposing commitments without collapsing into one

or the other, may be the single most consequential skill that transformation requires.

The difficulty: the human mind is not built for this. Every cognitive system we possess, from pattern

recognition to narrative construction to the attribution architectures explored in the first book of this series,

pushes toward resolution. Toward coherence. Toward a story in which the tension disappears and we know,

finally, which pole is true and which was the distraction.
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Robert Kegan's developmental theory offers the clearest framework for understanding why contradiction

is so difficult to hold and what it might take to develop the capacity for holding it.^1^ Kegan describes human

development not as a process of acquiring more knowledge but as a process of shifting what we are subject to

and what we can hold as object. When something is subject, it has us; we cannot examine it because we are

embedded in it. When something is object, we have it; we can examine, question, and relate to it from a

position that includes but transcends it. The move from subject to object is, for Kegan, the fundamental motion

of human growth.

At what Kegan calls the "socialized mind," the third order of consciousness, we are subject to the

expectations and judgments of those around us. We do not have a relationship with those expectations; the

expectations have us. At the "self-authoring mind," the fourth order, we develop an internal system of values

and principles that allows us to evaluate competing expectations rather than being captured by whichever voice

is loudest. And at the "self-transforming mind," the fifth order, we develop the capacity to see our own

self-authored system as partial, as one of many possible systems, and to hold multiple systems simultaneously

without needing to resolve the tension between them.^2^

This is the developmental achievement that holding contradiction requires. It is not a technique. It is not a

mindset shift that can be accomplished in a professional development session. It is a fundamental

reorganization of how a person relates to their own commitments, and Kegan's research suggests that most

adults never fully achieve it.^3^

That finding should sit uncomfortably with anyone doing equity work in schools, because equity work is

saturated with contradictions that demand precisely this capacity.

Consider one of the most common: the relationship between urgency and patience.

Every piece of data on racial disparities in discipline, achievement, and access carries an implicit demand:

this must change now. Children currently enrolled in schools are currently experiencing harm. They do not

have the luxury of waiting for organizational culture to evolve at its own pace, for resistant staff to come

around, for the board to develop political will. The urgency is real, it is morally grounded, and any framework

that does not honor it is complicit in the harm it refuses to name.

And yet.

Ronald Heifetz, whose work on adaptive leadership remains one of the most rigorous treatments of

organizational change available, makes a distinction that complicates this urgency in ways that cannot be

dismissed.^4^ Technical problems, in Heifetz's framework, yield to expertise. You identify the issue, apply the

appropriate knowledge, implement the solution, and the problem is resolved. The expertise exists; it simply

needs to be deployed. Adaptive challenges are categorically different. They cannot be solved with existing
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knowledge because the problem resides not in a knowledge gap but in the values, beliefs, habits, and loyalties

of the people who must change. Adaptive challenges require what Heifetz calls "productive disequilibrium," a

sustained period of discomfort in which people are pushed beyond their current capacity but not so far that they

collapse into self-protection.^5^

The implications for urgency are severe. If racial disparities in schools were technical problems, urgency

would be sufficient. Identify the bias, train it away, implement the protocol, measure the result. But the

evidence from decades of equity initiatives suggests that disparities are deeply adaptive: they persist not

because educators lack the right information but because the patterns are embedded in institutional habits,

cultural assumptions, and identity structures that cannot be removed without loss.^6^ And loss, as Heifetz

repeatedly emphasizes, is the reason adaptive challenges resist resolution. People must give up ways of

working that have provided competence and meaning. They must relinquish identities that have organized their

professional lives. The resistance is not ignorance or bad faith, though both exist; the resistance is grief.

So the contradiction sharpens. The urgency is real because children are being harmed right now. The

patience is required because the kind of change that would actually stop the harm cannot be forced, rushed, or

mandated into existence without destroying the relational infrastructure on which sustainable change depends.

Both of these are true. Neither cancels the other. And the person doing equity work must hold both

simultaneously: must feel the urgency in their body while accepting, in their mind, that the timeline of genuine

transformation does not conform to the timeline of moral demand.

This is not a comfortable position. It is not meant to be.

Paulo Freire understood this contradiction, though he framed it differently. In Pedagogy of the Oppressed,

Freire argues that genuine liberation requires praxis: the unity of reflection and action.^7^ Action without

reflection is activism, which Freire views as a form of doing that, disconnected from critical consciousness,

reproduces the very patterns it claims to oppose. Reflection without action is verbalism, which generates

sophisticated analysis that changes nothing. Neither pole alone constitutes transformation; only their

integration does.

What makes Freire's formulation so demanding is that he does not describe praxis as a balance point, a

stable equilibrium between reflection and action where one can rest. Praxis is a continuous dialectical

movement in which action generates new conditions that require new reflection, which generates new

understanding that demands new action. There is no arrival. The contradiction between doing and thinking is

not resolved by finding the right ratio; it is held, perpetually, as the engine of ongoing transformation.^8^

Freire also identifies a deeper contradiction that anyone committed to equity must face: the contradiction

of solidarity with the oppressed while occupying a position that is, structurally, aligned with the oppressor. The

educator, the administrator, the consultant who seeks to dismantle systems of domination does so from within
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those systems, drawing salary from them, deriving status from them, exercising the very kinds of institutional

power that the work nominally critiques. Freire does not suggest that this contradiction can be escaped. He

insists that it must be acknowledged, that the revolutionary who pretends to stand outside the system they are

transforming has already reproduced the false consciousness they claim to oppose.^9^

This is where the discomfort becomes personal.

Anyone reading this book, myself included, is implicated by this contradiction. The act of writing about

the spiral of expertise and performance, of analyzing the ways that sophistication can become a trap, is itself an

exercise of expertise. It is a performance of insight about the dangers of performing insight. I cannot step

outside this recursion. I can only name it, which is itself a move within it, a demonstration of analytical

capacity that may function as much to establish credibility as to illuminate truth.

I do not know how to resolve this, and I am suspicious of anyone who claims to.

Kegan's developmental framework helps explain why this level of self-referential awareness is so rare in

organizational settings. Most institutions, Kegan argues, function at the third order: they reward loyalty,

conformity, and the ability to internalize and reproduce organizational norms.^10^ A school district that

"values equity" typically means that it has adopted equity as an organizational expectation, and individuals

within that district demonstrate their alignment by using the right language, attending the right trainings, and

citing the right frameworks. This is socialized-mind equity. It is not nothing; organizational norms shape

behavior, and shifting the norm toward equity produces real, measurable changes in practice.

But socialized-mind equity cannot hold contradiction, because the socialized mind resolves tension by

reference to its primary loyalty group. When the equity language conflicts with the operational demands, when

the budget cycle contradicts the stated commitment to culturally responsive practice, when the data review

reveals that the new intervention has produced improvement in one metric and deterioration in another, the

socialized mind asks: what does my group expect me to say about this? And the answer, almost always, is to

emphasize the improvement and defer the deterioration. Not because anyone is lying. Because the

developmental structure cannot hold both.

Self-authoring equity is more robust. The person operating from Kegan's fourth order has an internal value

system that allows them to evaluate competing claims, to acknowledge the improvement and the deterioration

as simultaneously real, to resist the group pressure to resolve the tension in a politically convenient direction.

This is what effective equity leadership often looks like: a person who can name hard truths, hold complexity,

and maintain commitment in the face of ambiguity.

And yet even self-authoring equity has a limit. The person at the fourth order is subject to their own

system. They can evaluate competing claims, but they cannot evaluate the system by which they evaluate
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claims. Their equity framework is load-bearing; to question it would be to question the structure that organizes

their professional identity, their sense of purpose, their understanding of who they are in the work. And so

self-authoring equity, for all its sophistication, tends to produce advocates who are certain, who can articulate

their position with precision, and who experience challenges to their framework not as invitations to grow but

as threats to be managed.^11^

The self-transforming mind, Kegan's fifth order, holds its own framework as object. It can see the equity

commitment as one perspective among many, can interrogate its own assumptions without abandoning its

values, can engage with genuine opposition not as an enemy to defeat but as a perspective that might illuminate

the limits of its own seeing. This is the developmental capacity that holding contradiction requires.

And here is the finding that should trouble us: Kegan's research suggests that fewer than one in ten adults

consistently operates from the fifth order.^12^ Which means that the capacity to hold contradiction, genuinely

hold it rather than perform the holding while secretly resolving the tension in private, is rare. It is

developmentally advanced in a way that has nothing to do with intelligence, education, or good intentions.

Smart, well-educated, deeply committed equity practitioners can be developmentally unable to hold the

contradictions their work demands.

This does not mean the work is hopeless. It means the work is developmental, and developmental work

operates on timescales that conflict with the urgency of harm.

Which is itself a contradiction that must be held.

Heifetz offers a spatial metaphor that illuminates what holding contradiction looks like in practice: the

relationship between the dance floor and the balcony.^13^ On the dance floor, you are in the action. You are

responding, reacting, doing the work, caught up in the immediate dynamics of the moment. On the balcony,

you can see the whole floor. Patterns that are invisible from within them become visible from above: who is

dancing with whom, who has been left at the margins, where the energy clusters and where it dissipates.

Leadership, for Heifetz, requires the capacity to move between dance floor and balcony, to be

simultaneously participant and observer, to act within a system while maintaining awareness of the system's

patterns. This dual positioning is itself a contradiction. You cannot fully inhabit either role while occupying

both. To observe is to withdraw from participation; to participate fully is to lose the vantage of observation.

The leader who manages this tension does not do so by finding a stable middle ground but by cycling between

positions rapidly enough that neither perspective calcifies.^14^

What Heifetz does not say, but what Kegan's framework implies, is that this cycling capacity is itself

developmental. The ability to hold the dance-floor perspective and the balcony perspective simultaneously, to

see oneself acting while acting, requires the kind of subject-object shift that characterizes the self-transforming
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mind. One must be able to hold one's own engagement as object, to observe one's own participation from a

position that includes but is not captured by it.

In equity work, this means holding your commitment to justice while simultaneously observing how that

commitment shapes your perception. It means noticing that your dedication to dismantling bias operates, itself,

through selective attention: you see certain patterns and miss others, not because you lack information but

because your framework, like all frameworks, illuminates some things by casting others into shadow. It means

acknowledging that the very urgency that drives the work can become a form of cognitive capture, a certainty

so morally grounded that it resists the kind of self-examination that might reveal its blind spots.

This is not a call to abandon commitment. It is a call to hold commitment and self-doubt in the same hand,

which is among the most difficult things a human being can do.

Freire's concept of "limit-situations" offers another angle.^15^ A limit-situation is not merely an obstacle but a

horizon of possibility that defines what can be perceived from a given position. The oppressed, Freire argues,

often internalize the oppressor's framework so thoroughly that the limits of that framework become the limits

of what they can imagine. Liberation requires not just changing conditions but changing consciousness,

perceiving the limit-situation as a situation that can be transformed rather than a boundary that must be

accepted.

Applied to the contradictions of equity work, the concept of limit-situations suggests that the inability to

hold contradiction may itself be a limit-situation, a developmental horizon that defines what is visible from a

given position. From the socialized mind, contradiction looks like a problem to be resolved, preferably by

reference to group consensus. From the self-authoring mind, contradiction looks like a complexity to be

managed through the application of one's framework. Only from the self-transforming mind does contradiction

begin to look like what it actually is: an irreducible feature of the work itself, not a problem to be solved but a

condition to be inhabited.

This reframing matters because it changes what we ask of people. If holding contradiction is a technique,

we can train it in a workshop. If it is a developmental capacity, we must create conditions that support growth

over time, conditions that include enough challenge to provoke development and enough support to prevent

collapse. Kegan and Lisa Laskow Lahey's work on the "immunity to change" speaks directly to this: people

resist transformation not because they are stubborn or uninformed but because they have competing

commitments, often unconscious, that make change psychologically threatening.^16^ The teacher who resists

culturally responsive practice may genuinely value equity while simultaneously holding an unconscious

commitment to the pedagogical identity that has organized her professional life for twenty years. Both

commitments are real. Asking her to abandon one in favor of the other is not equity work; it is coercion

wearing equity's language.
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Holding contradiction, in this light, means recognizing that the people who resist the work are often

holding contradictions of their own, contradictions they may lack the developmental capacity to name. It means

extending to others the same complexity we claim for ourselves, which is its own form of justice.

Let me name the contradictions plainly, because listing them with precision is the least dishonest thing this

chapter can do.

Systems cause harm, and individuals have agency. We cannot change systems by focusing exclusively on

individual behavior, and we cannot change systems if individuals never examine their own behavior. The

structural and the personal are not competing explanations; they are mutually constitutive, and any framework

that privileges one over the other has already distorted the reality it claims to describe.

People are doing their best, and their best is causing harm. Assuming bad intent poisons relationships and

makes collaboration impossible. Assuming good intent without accountability enables the continuation of harm

and places the burden of grace on those who are being harmed. Neither assumption alone is adequate. Both

must be held.

Progress is real, and progress is partial. Celebrating gains is necessary for sustainability; people cannot

sustain effort without evidence that effort matters. Celebrating gains without naming what remains undone is a

form of denial that serves the comfort of those doing the celebrating more than the needs of those still

experiencing harm.

The work is urgent, and the work takes time. Moving too slowly allows harm to continue unchecked.

Moving too fast destroys the relational infrastructure on which sustainable change depends. There is no

formula for finding the right pace because the right pace depends on conditions that are perpetually shifting.

You are part of the problem, and you are part of the solution. You cannot escape your own complicity in

the systems you are trying to transform, and you cannot help anyone if you are paralyzed by the guilt of that

complicity. The complicity is structural, not moral; it does not make you a bad person, but it does make your

position as change agent permanently compromised in ways that must be acknowledged rather than

resolved.^17^

None of these contradictions dissolve under analysis. They are not paradoxes that clever thinking can

unlock. They are structural features of the terrain, and the capacity to work within them, without collapsing into

cynicism on one side or denial on the other, is what this chapter is arguing constitutes the core competency of

equity leadership.

There is a practice embedded in Freire's praxis that bears directly on this capacity, though Freire himself would

likely resist reducing it to a practice. It is the discipline of returning to the contradiction after the mind has
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resolved it. When you notice the relief of having decided which pole is true, when the tension dissolves into a

clean position that feels righteous and complete, that is the moment to pause. Not to abandon the position but to

ask: what did I sacrifice to achieve this coherence? What truth did I suppress to make the story clean?

Often, the answer is that you sacrificed the pole that implicates you. The urgency pole is more comfortable

than the patience pole because urgency positions you as an advocate rather than a participant in the conditions

you are protesting. The systemic pole is more comfortable than the individual pole because systemic analysis

distributes responsibility across structures rather than concentrating it in your choices. The progress pole is

more comfortable than the remaining-harm pole because progress validates the work you have already done.

The discipline is not to reverse the resolution, to swing from one pole to the other, but to restore the

tension. To return to the place where both are true and neither is sufficient. To inhabit that place long enough

for it to shape your next action.

This is, admittedly, easier to describe than to do. It is also easier to do intermittently than to sustain, which

is why Freire insists that praxis is not an achievement but a process, not a state one reaches but a movement one

maintains.^18^

What remains genuinely unresolved for me, and I want to end with this rather than manufacture a closing that

performs resolution, is whether the capacity to hold contradiction can itself become a form of sophistication

that functions as evasion.

The question is not rhetorical. I have watched leaders use complexity as a shield. "It's complicated" can be

a genuine acknowledgment of irreducible tension, and it can also be an elegant way to avoid making a decision

that will cost something. "Both/and" can represent developmental maturity, and it can also represent a refusal to

commit that serves the status quo more effectively than outright opposition ever could. The person who holds

all contradictions with equanimity may have achieved Kegan's fifth order, or they may have achieved a form of

intellectual paralysis that disguises itself as wisdom.

I do not know how to distinguish, reliably, between these two. I do not know whether holding

contradiction is always the more mature response, or whether there are moments when collapsing the tension,

choosing a pole, accepting the loss of nuance in favor of the clarity of action, is not just permissible but

required. I do not know whether the developmental framework I have relied on in this chapter, Kegan's

subject-object theory, is itself a framework that, by valorizing complexity, creates a bias toward the very

equivocation it claims to transcend.

What would it mean for the capacity to hold contradiction to become, itself, a contradiction that must be

held?
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^1^ Kegan, R. (1994). *In Over Our Heads: The Mental Demands of Modern Life*. Harvard University Press.

^2^ Kegan, R. (1982). *The Evolving Self: Problem and Process in Human Development*. Harvard University Press.

^3^ Kegan, R., & Lahey, L.L. (2009). *Immunity to Change: How to Overcome It and Unlock the Potential in Yourself and Your
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on whiteness and complicity. See Leonardo, Z. (2009). *Race, Whiteness, and Education*. Routledge.
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CHAPTER 5

Avoiding Burnout



Practices for the Long Haul

The fire that starts you is not the fire that sustains you. That sentence has been sitting in my notes for years, and I still don't know if it's true or just

something that sounds true, which is a problem I have with a lot of the things I write about sustainability.

David is three weeks into Nebraska. Not passing through. Three weeks. The consulting calendar collapsed after the keynote disruption, and

instead of flying home he drove west, and somewhere around Grand Island the driving just stopped being a thing he was doing on the way to

somewhere else. He found a weekly-rate motel off I-80 with carpet that smelled like decades and a parking lot where long-haul truckers idled

their rigs through the night, and he has been there since, and his body has started doing something he did not expect.

It is falling apart.

Not dramatically. Not the kind of falling apart that lands you in a hospital. The kind that happens when the structure holding you together

turns out to have been adrenaline rather than health. His left knee aches when he walks to the gas station for coffee. His lower back seizes if he

sits in the motel chair for more than twenty minutes. He sleeps nine, ten hours and wakes up feeling like he ran a marathon in his sleep, his jaw

sore from clenching, his shoulders knotted into something that won't release no matter how long he stands under the weak motel shower. Three

weeks without keynotes, without airports, without the particular physical performance of being David Holloway, and his body has decided it is

time to present the bill.

He did not know the bill was accumulating. That is the part that unsettles him. Twenty-five years of equity work, and he had not noticed that

his body was keeping a tab.

I want to write about burnout avoidance, but I am not sure the concept is honest. The word "avoiding" implies a hazard you can steer around,

like a pothole. My experience, and what I have watched happen to people I respect, suggests that burnout in equity work is less a hazard and more

a gravity. It pulls. You resist. The question is not whether you feel the pull but how long and at what cost you can maintain the resistance, and

whether the strategies you use to resist are actually sustaining you or just delaying the collapse.

I genuinely do not know the answer.

What I have are observations, not prescriptions.

The sustainability question haunts justice work, and I have watched the haunting play out across enough careers to see patterns even if I can't see

solutions. Someone encounters injustice, not as an abstraction but as a reality pressing against their own life or the lives of people they love. They

catch fire. They commit with an intensity that rearranges everything: their schedule, their relationships, their sense of what matters. And the

intensity produces results. Real ones. Policies change, practices shift, students get something they were not getting before.

Then, three years in, sometimes five, sometimes seven for the ones with the deepest reserves, the fire starts consuming the person carrying it.

I have watched it happen to teachers who spent their evenings building curriculum that honored their students' cultures and then one September

morning could not get out of bed. I have watched it happen to principals who fought their districts for years on behalf of communities that had

been systematically underserved and then quietly took jobs in the suburbs. I have watched it happen to activists whose rage was precise and

justified and effective right up until the morning it tipped into something that could not distinguish between opponents and allies.

They gave everything, and the system absorbed their energy the way a lake absorbs a stone: briefly disturbed, then still.

Or, and this is the variation David represented, they did not burn out. They burned differently. They found a way to sustain their energy by

redirecting it into expertise, into platforms, into the professional infrastructure of being someone who talks about the work rather than someone

immersed in it. They kept the vocabulary of commitment while the commitment itself quietly migrated from the people it was supposed to serve

to the career it had become. This is not cynicism on my part. I have done this. The migration is so gradual that you can be years into it before you

notice, and by then the professional identity is load-bearing. You cannot remove it without the whole structure coming down.
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Neither outcome is what anyone sets out for. Neither the collapse nor the professionalization serves the

communities we say we are accountable to.

I want to say there is a third way. I am less certain of that than I used to be.

adrienne maree brown, in Emergent Strategy, offers a reframe that I return to when my certainty about

sustainability practices runs low, which is most of the time now.^1^ Traditional activism and traditional equity

work operate on what she identifies as a linear, mechanistic model. You name a problem. You design an

intervention. You mobilize. You implement. You measure. You declare success or failure and move on to the

next problem. This model produces results, sometimes significant ones, and it also produces a particular kind of

exhaustion that comes from the problems never ending. You solve one and two more surface, not because the

work isn't effective but because the systems generating the problems are self-renewing in ways that individual

interventions are not.

brown proposes instead an emergent approach: rather than trying to control outcomes, you create

conditions for change to emerge. Rather than mobilizing toward predetermined goals, you cultivate

relationships and capacities and trust that the relationships themselves will generate directions you could not

have predicted. Rather than burning yourself out in sprints toward finish lines that keep moving, you settle into

rhythms.

I find this compelling and also insufficient. I find it compelling because I have seen the linear model

destroy people, including people whose work I admire and whose absence from the field represents a genuine

loss. I find it insufficient because "create conditions for emergence" can become its own kind of avoidance, a

way of deferring the specific, costly, confrontational work that sometimes needs doing. The superintendent

who is systematically defunding schools in Black neighborhoods is not going to be addressed through emergent

strategy. Someone has to stand in front of the school board and name what is happening, and that someone is

going to absorb a cost.

The question I cannot resolve: how do you honor both the urgency that demands immediate confrontation

and the patience that makes long-term contribution possible? I don't think you can hold both simultaneously. I

think you oscillate between them, and the oscillation itself is exhausting, and calling the exhaustion "burnout"

obscures the fact that it might be an unavoidable feature of doing work that matters in systems that resist it.

David, in his motel room, is not thinking about any of this in theoretical terms. He is thinking about his knee.

He is thinking about the fact that he used to be able to run three miles and now walking to the gas station winds

him. He is thinking about his daughter, who is fourteen and who he has seen for a combined total of maybe six

weeks in the past year because the consulting schedule eats everything, and who texted him yesterday a single

word, "hey," that contained more emotional complexity than any of his keynotes.
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He is thinking about the church basements in Chicago, twenty-five years ago, where the work felt different

not because it was less demanding but because the demands were shared. Fifteen people in folding chairs,

planning, arguing, showing up for each other's court dates, cooking meals for families in crisis. The exhaustion

in those basements was real, but it was distributed. When you hit your limit, someone else carried the load

while you recovered, and when they hit theirs, you did the same.

The consulting circuit has no folding chairs. It has green rooms and hotel bars and the particular loneliness

of being around people who know your keynote better than they know your name. The exhaustion of that life is

not distributed. It concentrates. It pools in your lower back and your clenched jaw and the space between you

and your daughter.

David does not frame this as burnout. He frames it as the cost of the work. But sitting in his motel room,

knee aching, phone showing his daughter's unanswered "hey," he is beginning to wonder whether the cost is the

work or the particular structure he built around the work, and whether a different structure might carry a

different cost, and whether at fifty-three he has enough left to build one.

I want to offer practices for the long haul. That is what this chapter is supposed to be. But I notice myself

hedging, and I want to be honest about why.

The practices I know, the ones I have used and the ones I have seen others use, are not cures. They are not

even reliable mitigations. They are things that sometimes help some people in some contexts, and presenting

them as "practices for sustainability" gives them a weight they may not deserve. So I will name what I have

seen work, with the caveat that "work" is doing heavy lifting in that sentence and I am not entirely sure it can

hold the load.

Rhythms over goals. Goals are endpoints you achieve or fail to achieve, and either way you need new

ones, which keeps you perpetually in the posture of striving. Rhythms are patterns of activity that can be

sustained because they do not require completion. A weekly practice. A daily commitment. A regular cadence

of engagement and withdrawal. David's career had been organized entirely around goals, the next book deal,

the next institute launch, the next fee increase, and each goal achieved generated the need for a new goal in a

cycle that accelerated until the velocity itself became the point. His rhythms, the practices that might have

grounded the velocity in something, had atrophied from disuse.

I believe in rhythms. I also know that rhythms can become their own kind of trap: the person who

meditates every morning and journals every evening and does yoga three times a week and still burns out

because the rhythms became another performance, another set of boxes to check, another way of producing the

appearance of sustainability without the substance of it. I have done this. I have built elaborate self-care

architectures that were, on close examination, just more work.
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Tending the body. This is not metaphor. I have watched brilliant, committed people work themselves into

illness, their bodies presenting the accumulated bill in the form of autoimmune disorders, chronic pain,

insomnia that no amount of sleep hygiene could touch. Bessel van der Kolk's observation that the body keeps

the score applies to equity practitioners as much as to anyone.^2^ The body absorbs what the mind refuses to

process: the vicarious trauma of hearing story after story of harm, the stress of working within systems that

resist the changes you are trying to make, the particular physical toll of code-switching across power contexts

all day. If you do not tend the body, it will eventually make its needs non-negotiable, and its timing will not be

convenient.

David's body has made its needs non-negotiable. Three weeks in a Nebraska motel, and the adrenaline that

masked the damage for years has finally dissipated, leaving him with a clear inventory of what the work has

cost him physically. He does not know what to do with this inventory. He does not know whether the damage is

reversible. He is fifty-three, and his body feels older than that, and for the first time in decades he is sitting still

long enough to notice.

Community over isolation. The folding chairs mattered. Not as nostalgia, not as a romantic image of

grassroots purity, but as a practical infrastructure for distributing the weight. When equity work becomes

solitary, whether through the isolation of leadership or the isolation of expertise, the full weight of it falls on

one nervous system. That nervous system was not designed to carry it. Human beings are built for shared loads;

our stress response evolved in the context of groups that could distribute threat across multiple bodies. When

you carry it alone, you are asking your biology to do something it was not built for, and it will eventually

refuse.

I believe this is the most important thing I can say about sustainability, and I also recognize that saying it

does not solve the problem it names. How do you build community when the work itself isolates you? How do

you find folding chairs when the system rewards stages? David had twenty-five years to figure this out and did

not, which is not because he is uniquely flawed but because the incentive structures of professional equity work

actively punish the communal approaches that might sustain people through it.

Practicing joy. Justice work can become a catalog of horrors. Every new injustice documented, every new

outrage absorbed, every new failure recorded. This accounting is necessary because you cannot address what

you refuse to see. But a life organized entirely around what is wrong eventually becomes a life that cannot

perceive what is right, and that perceptual narrowing is its own kind of injury. Practicing joy, deliberately and

regularly, is not escapism. It is the maintenance of a perceptual range wide enough to include both the harm

that demands response and the beauty that makes response worthwhile. I say this while acknowledging that it

sounds perilously close to the self-care platitudes I distrust, and I cannot fully explain the difference except to

say that the difference matters and I feel it more than I can articulate it.
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The Sufi tradition speaks of two types of fire.^3^ The first is the fire of the beginner: bright, hot, consuming

everything in its path, necessary because it burns away what does not matter. The second is the fire of the lamp:

steady, contained, giving light without consuming itself. The journey from the first fire to the second is the

journey of sustainability, and the Sufi teachers are clear that this journey is not a betrayal of the initial

commitment but its maturation into a form that can last.

I have used this image in workshops. Audiences respond to it. It is clean and beautiful and I am no longer

sure it is adequate.

Because the image implies a progression, first fire to second fire, that maps onto growth and wisdom. It

implies that if you do the inner work, if you temper the blaze, you arrive at a steady flame that illuminates

without destroying. But what I observe, in David and in myself and in the practitioners whose careers I have

watched unfold over decades, is not a clean progression. It is a lurching, uneven, frequently reversed movement

in which the steady flame you thought you had achieved turns out to have been the first fire at lower volume,

still consuming you, just more slowly.

David had made this journey. He had achieved what looked like a steady flame. But the flame had

gradually disconnected from the thing it was supposed to illuminate until it was producing light for no one,

warming nothing, burning only the fuel of his own diminishing reserves. He had sustained the form of

commitment while losing its function, and the Sufi image does not have a name for this third fire, the one that

burns steadily and pointlessly, giving the appearance of illumination while lighting nothing.

Somewhere near the end of his third week, David drives out of town on a county road. Not going anywhere.

Just driving because the motel room has started to feel like a container that is both too small and too empty. The

Nebraska landscape in late autumn is a particular kind of austere: harvested fields stretching to a horizon so flat

and so far that the sky becomes the primary feature of the view. Everything is brown and gold and enormous.

He pulls over at no particular spot. Gets out. Stands in the wind, which is constant here, not gusting but

steady, the kind of wind that leans against you and does not let up. His knee complains. His back tightens. He

stands there anyway.

He has been running on righteousness for twenty-five years. First the righteousness of the activist, the

clarity of knowing what was wrong and fighting it. Then the righteousness of the expert, the satisfaction of

having wisdom that people would pay to receive. Both forms of fuel, and both forms of self. The righteous

activist. The righteous expert. Always the righteousness, always the self at the center of the story about the

work.

And now that fuel is gone. The keynote disruption burned through the last of it. He is standing in a

harvested field in Nebraska, and he does not know what comes next, and his body hurts, and his daughter sent
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him "hey" and he still has not responded because he does not know what to say that would be honest without

being a burden.

He does not know if burnout can be avoided or only delayed. He does not know if the practices people

write about in books like this one actually sustain anyone or just provide a vocabulary for narrating the decline.

He does not know if the fire of the lamp is a real destination or a story people tell themselves while the first fire

slowly eats them alive.

The wind leans. The field stretches. The sky does what it does in the flatlands, which is become

everything, become the entire visible world, become so large that your own questions shrink to a scale where

they might, for a moment, be bearable.

He stands there for a long time. He does not arrive at any conclusions. He does not experience a revelation

or a turning point. He just stands in the wind with his aching knee and his unanswered text and his twenty-five

years of work that may or may not have been what he thought it was, and the wind does not stop, and the field

does not offer answers, and the sky is enormous and indifferent and, in a way he cannot explain, enough.

Not enough to solve anything. Just enough to stand in.

He gets back in the car eventually. Drives back toward the motel. The road is straight and long and he

cannot see where it ends.

^1^ brown, a.m. (2017). *Emergent Strategy: Shaping Change, Changing Worlds*. AK Press.

^2^ van der Kolk, B. (2014). *The Body Keeps the Score: Brain, Mind, and Body in the Healing of Trauma*. Viking.

^3^ This image appears across multiple Sufi teaching traditions. The version I draw on here is informed by Llewellyn Vaughan-Lee's
writing on the transformation of the nafs, particularly in *Sufism: The Transformation of the Heart* (1995), though the image itself predates
any single text.

CHAPTER 6

Building Community

Ruth's circle met on Thursday evenings in the back room of a church that had been converted into a community

center sometime in the 1990s. The conversion was incomplete. A cross still hung above the doorframe, and the

folding chairs were the same metal ones that had held congregants for decades. The carpet smelled faintly of

coffee that had been spilled and cleaned and spilled again across more Thursdays than anyone could count.

David had been attending for three weeks. He sat in the circle but mostly watched. Ruth had not assigned

him this role. He had chosen it, or it had chosen him, because he could not yet figure out what participating

would look like for someone who had spent twenty-five years performing participation in rooms exactly like

this one.
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There were eleven people in the circle tonight. David knew most of their names. He knew almost nothing

else about them, which was itself a strange and uncomfortable relief. No one here had heard his keynotes. No

one followed his work. He was just a man in a folding chair who had shown up three Thursdays in a row

without saying much.

Ruth opened the way she always opened: a question, offered to the center of the circle like something

placed on a table for anyone to pick up.

Tonight the question was about staying. What makes you stay in work that costs you something? What

makes you leave?

David watched three people answer that question over the next ninety minutes, and what he saw unsettled

him more than anything Ruth had said to him directly.

. . .

The first was a woman named Connie. She was maybe sixty, with short gray hair and hands that moved

when she talked, shaping the air in front of her as if the words needed physical scaffolding.

Connie had been a social worker for thirty-one years. She said the number like it surprised her. She had

worked in child protective services in a rural county where she was, for most of those years, the only social

worker. She knew every family. Every family knew her. The work had hollowed her out and filled her back up

so many times that she no longer experienced those as separate processes.

What Connie said about staying was this: she had tried to leave twice. The first time, she got a job offer in

Omaha, better pay, a team instead of solo work, the chance to specialize instead of doing everything. She

accepted the offer. She packed boxes. She got as far as loading her car before she called the county

administrator and said she wasn't going.

The second time, she didn't even get that far. She thought about leaving for six months, looked at job

postings, updated her resume. Then she stopped.

When Ruth asked what made her stay, Connie was quiet for a long time. Not the performative quiet David

knew from facilitators who pause for effect. She was actually thinking, and the thinking looked like it hurt.

"I stayed because I didn't trust anyone else to do it," Connie finally said. "And I know that's not a good

reason. I know it's arrogant. But it's what's true."

David felt something tighten in his chest. He recognized that reasoning. He had used a version of it for

years, wrapping indispensability around himself like insulation, telling himself the work needed him

specifically when what the work actually needed was someone willing to be honest. Connie was saying the

quiet part out loud, and she knew it was the quiet part, and she said it anyway.
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The room did not flinch. No one offered Connie a reframe or a gentler interpretation. No one said, "But

that also shows how much you care," which is what David would have said in a keynote, because turning

arrogance into devotion was the kind of rhetorical move that earned applause and cost nothing.

Ruth did not correct her or reframe her answer as something healthier. She nodded and let the silence hold.

. . .

The second was a man named Thomas. He was younger than David, maybe forty, with the kind of careful

posture that suggested either military service or chronic back pain. It turned out to be both.

Thomas had been a high school principal for six years. Before that, he taught history for twelve. He spoke

slowly and precisely, as if each sentence had been weighed before he released it.

Thomas did not talk about staying. He talked about leaving.

He had resigned from his principalship four months ago. He described the decision without drama: he had

realized that the version of himself the job required was not a version he could sustain. The meetings, the

politics, the constant performance of confidence when he felt no confidence at all. He had become skilled at

saying things he didn't believe to people who needed to hear them, and the skill itself had started to sicken him.

"I got good at lying," Thomas said. Not bitterly. Factually. "I could walk into a staff meeting and project

calm when everything was falling apart. I could tell parents their kid was going to be fine when I had no idea if

that was true. I could present data to the board and frame it to say whatever needed to be said. And for a while I

thought that was leadership. I thought the performance was the job."

David's hands were gripping the sides of his folding chair. He didn't realize it until he noticed his knuckles

whitening.

Thomas had left. He was substitute teaching now, making a third of his former salary, and he described

this as the first honest work he had done in years. He didn't present it as triumph or liberation. He presented it

as a fact with costs he was still calculating.

When Ruth asked him what he missed, Thomas said, "I miss mattering." Then he sat with that sentence as

if it had weight he hadn't expected, and David watched a man confront his own honesty in real time.

This was what David had not done. Thomas had walked away from the performance. David had doubled

down on it, building a career out of the very patterns Thomas found intolerable, refining the lie until it was

indistinguishable from conviction. Watching Thomas sit with the cost of honesty, David felt something he

could only describe as shame that had not yet decided whether to become grief or anger. He wanted to say

something to Thomas. He wanted to say, I know exactly what you mean. But saying it would have been another

performance, and he was trying, for once, to resist that reflex.
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. . .

The third was a young woman named Deshawn. She couldn't have been older than twenty-eight. She

worked at the community center where they met, running after-school programs. She had a laugh that filled the

room and a directness that startled David every time she spoke.

Deshawn did not answer Ruth's question about staying or leaving. She answered a question no one had

asked, which was: what do you do when the people you're trying to help don't want your help?

She described a kid named Marcus who came to the after-school program every day, sat in the back corner

with his headphones on, and refused to participate in anything. For five months, Deshawn had tried everything.

She sat near him without talking. She brought him snacks. She asked him questions, stopped asking him

questions, asked different questions. Nothing worked. Marcus came every day and did nothing.

"I started to hate him a little," Deshawn said, and the room got very still. "Not hate him. But resent him.

Because he was showing me that everything I knew how to do didn't work, and I didn't have anything else. I

was out of moves. And instead of sitting with that, I got mad at a twelve-year-old for not responding to my

program."

She paused. "That's when I knew I needed this circle. Because I needed someone to hear me say that out

loud and not tell me it was okay."

Ruth did not tell her it was okay.

What Ruth said was: "What happened with Marcus?"

"Nothing," Deshawn said. "He still comes. He still sits in the corner. I stopped trying to fix it. I just let him

be there. And I don't know if that's the right thing or if I gave up."

David watched Deshawn hold that uncertainty without resolving it, and he thought about all the keynotes

he had given where he would have turned Marcus into a lesson. He would have found the redemptive angle, the

moment of connection, the breakthrough that proved the method worked. He would have made Marcus into a

story with a satisfying ending because that was what audiences wanted and what he had trained himself to

deliver.

Deshawn had no satisfying ending. She had a kid in a corner and her own resentment and the willingness

to say both of those things to a room full of people without packaging them into meaning. That willingness was

something David had lost so gradually he hadn't noticed it was gone.

. . .

After the circle closed, people lingered the way they always did. Small conversations by the coffee pot,

coats being gathered slowly, the particular reluctance to leave that David recognized from the church
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basements of his twenties.

He poured himself a cup of coffee he didn't want, mostly to have something to do with his hands. He stood

near the door and watched Connie talking to Thomas. They were laughing about something, and the laughter

looked easy in a way that surprised him. Two people who had just said difficult, unfinished things to each

other, laughing. Not because the difficulty was resolved but because the saying of it had made something

possible between them that didn't exist before.

Deshawn was stacking chairs. She caught David watching the room and gave him a look that was not

unfriendly but was definitely a question. He had been coming for three weeks and saying almost nothing. She

was wondering what he was doing here.

He was wondering too.

This was not a support group, though it offered support. It was not a professional network, though several

people here worked in overlapping fields. It was not a space for affirmation, as Ruth had made clear from the

first evening when she told David that this circle did not exist to make anyone feel better about themselves.

What it was, David was starting to understand, was a place where people practiced telling the truth about

their work without turning the truth into a performance. Connie could say she stayed for arrogant reasons.

Thomas could say he missed mattering. Deshawn could say she resented a twelve-year-old. And the room held

those admissions without rushing to interpret them, without extracting lessons, without converting discomfort

into growth narrative.

David had spent twenty-five years in rooms designed to do the opposite. Conference halls where every

admission was strategic, where vulnerability was a rhetorical move, where the audience expected a speaker to

name a struggle and then demonstrate mastery over it within the same paragraph. He had become so fluent in

that grammar that he no longer recognized it as performance.

Here, in metal folding chairs that left marks on the backs of your thighs, people were doing something he

had forgotten was possible. They were being honest without a plan for what the honesty would accomplish.

. . .

The drive back to his motel took twelve minutes. David made it in silence, the radio off, the windows

cracked despite the cold.

He was thinking about what these three people had in common, and what they had that he did not.

Connie had stayed and knew her reasons were imperfect. Thomas had left and was living with the loss.

Deshawn was in the middle of something she couldn't fix and refused to pretend otherwise. All three of them

were holding incomplete stories. Stories without resolution, without the clean arc of transformation that David
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had built his career on delivering.

And all three of them were in the circle. They kept showing up on Thursday nights, not because the circle

would solve their problems but because saying the unsolved things out loud, in the presence of other people

doing the same, made the unsolvedness bearable in a way that solitude did not.

This was what a community of praxis actually looked like. Not a group that had figured things out, but a

group that had agreed to keep showing up while they hadn't. Not critical friendship as a technique or a

professional development strategy, but critical friendship as a way of being with other people: I will tell you

what is true for me, and I will listen to what is true for you, and neither of us will rush to make it comfortable.

David had known this once. In the church basements, before the keynotes, before the institute, before the

expertise became armor. He had sat in circles where people said hard things and the room held them. He had

been one of those people. Somewhere between Chicago and the speaking circuit, he had stopped needing the

circle because he had found something that felt like a substitute: the audience. The applause. The evaluations

that said "powerful" and "transformative" and "life-changing."

None of those substitutes could do what the circle did. An audience cannot tell you that your reasons for

staying are arrogant. A standing ovation cannot sit with you while you admit you resented a child. Evaluation

forms cannot hold the silence after you say you miss mattering.

He pulled into the motel parking lot and sat in the car for a while. The engine ticked as it cooled. A light

was on in the office, and he could see the night clerk reading something behind the desk.

What David understood, sitting there, was that he could not do this work alone. Not the surface version of

that statement, the version he had said in keynotes a hundred times about the importance of collaboration and

collective leadership. The actual version. The one that meant he, David Holloway, needed other people to see

things about him that he could not see himself, and he needed to let them say those things, and he needed to not

perform gratitude or growth or transformation in response.

He needed to sit in a metal folding chair and listen to Connie and Thomas and Deshawn and let their

honesty make demands on his own.

He was not good at this. He had not been good at it for a very long time. The muscles required for genuine

participation in a room like Ruth's had atrophied so completely that even sitting in silence felt like effort,

because silence without purpose was something he had not practiced in decades.

But Ruth's circle met again next Thursday, and David knew he would be there, in the same chair, watching

and listening and slowly, painfully, learning to be a person in a room instead of a performance on a stage.

The circle would not save him. He was clear about that.
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But without it, he would keep building the same elegant architecture of avoidance he had built for

twenty-five years. And he was done building alone.

CHAPTER 7

When You Want to Quit

The thought arrived somewhere east of Lincoln, not as a question but as a statement: You could stop.

Not pause. Not redirect. Not take a sabbatical and return refreshed with new language for the same ideas.

Stop. Cancel the remaining engagements. Close the institute. Let the website go dark. Tell the booking agency

you are no longer available, not for the spring season, not for the fall, not ever. Walk away from twenty-five

years of accumulated reputation and intellectual property and mailing lists and do something else with the years

you have left. The thought was not dramatic. That was what made it dangerous. It arrived the way a correct

answer arrives on an exam you have been overthinking: quietly, with the force of something that has been true

for longer than you realized.

David sat with it. The highway unspooled ahead of him in the dark, and there was nothing to do but drive

and think, and the thought that kept returning, that kept asserting itself against every counterargument his

professional mind tried to construct, was this: the case for quitting is stronger than the case for staying, and you

have known this for a while, and pretending otherwise is just another version of the performance you

supposedly abandoned three hours ago on a stage in front of four hundred people.

So make the case. Not the inspirational version, not the "dark night of the soul" narrative where the hero

considers quitting only to discover renewed purpose on the other side. Make the real case. The one that doesn't

resolve.

Here it is.

You have spent twenty-five years teaching people about transformation, and the evidence that your

teaching produces transformation is, at best, ambiguous. You have given hundreds of keynotes. You have filled

rooms. You have sold books and built frameworks and earned the kind of reputation that gets you invited back

to the same conferences year after year, where the same people attend, take the same notes, express the same

enthusiasm, return to the same buildings, and change nothing. You know this. You have always known this.

The evaluation forms say "inspiring" and "thought-provoking" and "one of the best sessions I've attended," and

those evaluation forms measure the quality of the performance, not the presence of transformation, and you

have known the difference between those two things since your first year of graduate school.
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The cycle is not mysterious. Speaker arrives. Speaker delivers compelling framework with enough

research to feel rigorous and enough story to feel human. Audience engages. Audience leaves. Audience

returns to the constraints and pressures and political realities that no keynote has ever dissolved, and the

framework joins the stack of previous frameworks in a drawer or a Google Drive folder or a pile of conference

handouts that will be recycled in three months. You have watched this happen hundreds of times. You have

participated in it hundreds of times. You are, in a meaningful sense, a professional contributor to a cycle you

know does not work.

And this is where the frustration becomes something harder than frustration, because you cannot claim

ignorance. You wrote about this. Chapter four of your second book describes the exact phenomenon: the

substitution of inspiration for implementation, the way organizations consume ideas about change as a

replacement for the labor of changing. You diagnosed the disease and then spent the next decade profiting from

it. You became one of the vendors in the marketplace you had mapped. You sold maps to people lost in a

territory you had described as unmappable, and you collected the speaking fee and booked the next engagement

and told yourself the work was important because the ideas were true, as if true ideas delivered to people who

will not act on them accomplish anything other than making the speaker feel righteous and the audience feel

informed.

The church basements were different. He could feel that difference now, in the car, in the dark, with the

stage still reverberating behind him. In the church basements, nobody was inspired. Nobody left feeling

uplifted. The work was specific and unglamorous and involved actual people with actual problems that would

not be solved by reframing or new mental models or a four-quadrant diagram on a whiteboard. The work was

showing up at a school board meeting to say an uncomfortable thing to a person who had the power to retaliate.

The work was knocking on doors. The work was sitting with a family whose child had been suspended for the

fourth time and not offering a framework but offering a ride to the hearing. That work cost something. It cost

time and comfort and professional advancement and sometimes safety, and the cost was the point, because

transformation that does not cost the person advocating for it is not transformation. It is consultation. It is

advice from a safe distance. It is exactly what you have been selling for the better part of your adult life.

So the argument for quitting is not that the work is too hard. The argument is that what you have been

doing is not the work. It is a simulation of the work that pays better, costs less, and accomplishes less than the

version you abandoned in 1999 because it was too uncomfortable, too slow, too personally expensive. You

dressed up the departure as professional growth. You told yourself and others that you could have more impact

at scale, that reaching thousands through a keynote was more efficient than reaching dozens through direct

action, and the math sounded right because the math was designed to sound right, because you are smart

enough to construct a justification for anything, and what you were justifying was a retreat from discomfort that

you then built an entire career out of describing to other people.
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You have known this. Not "you" in the general sense. You, David Holloway. You have known this for

years. The journal from 1999 is in a box in your office, and you have not read it in decades because reading it

would make the knowledge impossible to avoid, and avoiding this particular knowledge has been the

organizing principle of your professional life. Every keynote you have given since 2003 has been, in some

measure, a more elaborate way of not opening that box.

The woman in the audience, the one who stood up during the keynote, did not say anything you did not

already know. That is what made it unbearable. She did not reveal a secret. She held up a mirror, and the mirror

showed exactly what you expected to see, and the fact that you expected it means you have been looking at

your own reflection for years and choosing to describe it as someone else's face. Every chapter you wrote about

self-deception in leadership was a chapter about yourself, and you wrote it in the third person so you could

analyze the pattern without inhabiting it.

Now consider the cost of continuing.

Not the cost to you, because you have already demonstrated a remarkable tolerance for cognitive

dissonance and could probably sustain another twenty-five years of it if the speaking fees hold and the

invitations keep arriving and nobody else stands up in an audience to say the thing the woman said. The cost to

other people. The cost to the practitioners who sit in your audiences and believe you. The cost to the teachers

and principals who read your books and try to implement your frameworks and wonder why nothing changes

and conclude that they must be doing it wrong, because the framework came from an expert and the expert

seemed so certain. The cost to the young organizers and leaders who look at your career and see a model for

how to do this work, a model that involves getting far enough away from the actual work to talk about it

comfortably, a model that replaces proximity with perspective and calls it wisdom.

That is what you are teaching them. Not through your content, which is fine, which is often genuinely

good, but through your example, which says: the way to sustain this work is to stop doing the part that costs

you something and start describing the part that costs you something to people who are still paying the price.

You are modeling the retreat you claim to diagnose. And the people watching you learn the model, and they

replicate it, and the field fills up with people who can describe transformation brilliantly and produce it almost

never, and you helped build that field, and you know you helped build it.

The honest version of the argument says: maybe the most ethical thing you can do at this point is stop. Not

redirect. Not rebrand. Not write a book about the experience of realizing you were a fraud, which would itself

become another product in the marketplace of self-aware performance, another keynote topic, another way to

monetize the discomfort without actually sitting in it long enough for it to change you. Just stop. Let the silence

where your voice used to be create space for the voices of people who are still doing the work you left, people

who never had the luxury of leaving because the communities they serve are the communities they live in,

people whose expertise is not theoretical because their stakes are not theoretical. Your silence might
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accomplish more than your speaking ever did, and if that thought stings, notice that the sting is about your ego,

not about the work.

This is not self-pity. David could feel the difference, could feel the line between self-pity and

self-assessment, and this was on the assessment side, cold and numerical. Self-pity would say: poor you, this is

so hard, you deserve rest. This was an accounting. A balance sheet. Twenty-five years of inputs and outputs,

and the outputs do not justify the inputs, and continuing to produce the same outputs while hoping for different

results is, by any reasonable definition, irrational. And you wrote a chapter about irrationality too, which means

you cannot even claim ignorance about your own irrationality, which means continuing is not just ineffective

but deliberately, knowingly, indefensibly ineffective.

The highway was empty. Nebraska at two in the morning is a landscape that offers nothing to distract from

your own thinking, no billboards or exits or reasons to pull off, just flat dark land and the occasional overpass

and the headlights finding the same gray stripe of road over and over. David's thinking had arrived at a place

that did not have a comfortable exit, and every route out of the argument looped back into the argument.

You could say: but the ideas matter. And the counter is: ideas that do not produce change are

entertainment. Valuable entertainment, perhaps, the kind that makes people feel like they are engaged in

serious work while they sit in a conference ballroom eating a boxed lunch, but entertainment nonetheless.

You could say: but some people in the audience do change. And the counter is: you have no evidence of

that beyond anecdote, and the evidence you do have, the longitudinal data on professional development impact

that you cite in your own presentations, suggests that single-session learning events produce almost no lasting

behavioral change, a finding you have known about for fifteen years and have continued to participate in

single-session learning events anyway. Which is either hypocrisy or denial. And you are too smart for it to be

denial, which means it is hypocrisy, and you have known that too.

You could say: but quitting would waste everything you have built. And the counter is: what exactly have

you built? A reputation. A brand. A body of work that describes what other people should do differently while

you do nothing differently yourself. If what you built has value, it does not need you standing in front of it,

explaining it, performing it. If it does need that, then what you built is not a body of ideas but a personality cult

with footnotes, and that is not worth preserving.

You could say: but I am different now. The keynote disruption changed something. I see the pattern now,

and seeing it means I can change it. And the counter, the one that sits in the passenger seat and does not blink,

is: you have been "seeing the pattern" for twenty-five years. Seeing the pattern is your entire profession. You

see patterns for a living. Seeing this particular pattern is no different from seeing any of the others you have

identified and named and published about and then continued to replicate in your own practice without

interruption. The sight has never been the problem. The sight has been the substitute for the change.
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So quit.

Not as a grand gesture. Not as another performance, another stage moment, another narrative about the

brave expert who walked away from it all to find his authentic self. That story would sell. You could see the arc

of it already, the Ted Talk version, the memoir version, the comeback version where you return two years later

with a new framework about vulnerability and transformation, seasoned now by your own public reckoning,

and the audiences would be even larger because everyone loves a redemption story, and the cycle would begin

again, and you would be doing exactly what you have always done, which is converting genuine human

experience into content.

Just quit. Quietly. Let the engagements lapse. Let the emails go unanswered. Let the reputation fade the

way reputations do when they are not actively maintained, which is quickly, which tells you something about

what reputations are made of. Find something else to do with your days, something that does not require you to

stand in front of people and pretend that your words are changing anything when the most honest assessment

you can make, at two in the morning on a highway in Nebraska with the stage still ringing in your ears, is that

your words have mostly changed your bank account and your ego and very little else.

The thought sat in the car with him like a passenger who had been there for years and had only now been

acknowledged. It was calm. It was reasonable. It had the terrifying clarity of something that might actually be

true, and David could not find, in all his years of reading and thinking and teaching, a single counterargument

that did not sound like exactly the kind of rationalization he had built a career out of helping other people

recognize in themselves.

He thought about the journal. The 1999 journal, sitting in its box, written by a version of himself who had

not yet learned to dress up retreat as strategy. That version of David would have recognized what the current

version was doing. That version would not have been impressed by the keynote disruption, would have seen it

for what it was: a dramatic gesture that cost nothing, because you can always blow up a performance when you

have a career to return to, and the church basement version of David did not have a career to return to, and that

was the difference, and it had always been the difference.

The road kept going. The dark kept going. Somewhere ahead was home, and home meant decisions, and

decisions meant either continuing or stopping, and both options felt like different kinds of failure: continuing

because it meant perpetuating what he now understood to be a sophisticated form of avoidance, and stopping

because it meant admitting that twenty-five years of his professional life had produced less change than he

claimed, less impact than he believed, less transformation than he sold. And he did not have a framework for

that, because the frameworks he had built were designed for other people's reckonings, not his own, and the one

thing he had never developed, in twenty-five years of professional expertise about transformation, was a

practice for what to do when the person who needs to transform is the person who teaches transformation and

the transformation required might be to stop teaching it entirely.
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He drove.

The argument did not resolve.

He did not expect it to.

PART THREE



PART THREE

THE CHOICE TO STAY

Book Four of the Interior Architecture of Transformation

J. Fraser, Ed.D.

Superior

Ruth's circles met on Tuesday evenings in the basement of First Methodist Church, Superior, Nebraska. Population 1,760. Declining.

The decline was visible everywhere if you knew how to look. Storefronts with sun-bleached "For Lease" signs. The elementary school

consolidated with the one in the next town over. Young people leaving for Omaha, for Lincoln, for anywhere with opportunity. The town was not

dying; that would be too dramatic. It was simply becoming less, year by year, person by person.

David had found Superior by accident, or by the kind of accident that retrospect reveals as necessity. After the keynote rupture, after the

drive across the flat expanse of the middle country, after the conversations with Margaret Chen and James Okonkwo and the unnamed woman

who had quit her job six months before, David had kept driving. Not toward home. Toward something he could not name.

Superior was not a destination. It was a stopping point. His car needed gas. His body needed food. The Cornhusker Café was open. He ate a

patty melt and watched the evening light change the grain elevator from gold to gray. A woman at the next table was reading a book about

facilitation, an old book, Kay Pranis on peacemaking circles. They started talking.

Ruth was seventy-three. She had been facilitating circles for forty years, since before the word "facilitator" had been claimed by corporate

trainers and consultants. She had learned the practice from a woman who had learned it from a civil rights organizer who had learned it in the

Black church tradition that predated any of the frameworks David had spent his career developing.

"You look like someone who needs a circle," Ruth said.

David did not know how to explain that he had been running circles for twenty-five years. That he had written books about the power of

vulnerable community. That he was, in fact, an expert.

So he did not explain. He just asked when they met.

"Tuesday evenings. Seven o'clock. Basement of First Methodist. Bring nothing but yourself."

The basement of First Methodist was nothing like the conference centers where David had spent his career. No ergonomic chairs. No

whiteboards. No flip charts covered in colored markers and carefully captured insights. Just folding chairs arranged in a circle, fluorescent lights

that hummed faintly, and a coffee urn that had been percolating since 1987.

The space smelled like old hymnals and cleaning solution and decades of church potlucks. The ceiling tiles were stained. The carpet was

worn in paths from the door to the folding tables along the wall to the circle of chairs in the center.

Eight people gathered that Tuesday. A farmer facing foreclosure. His name was Harold. He was sixty-two. His family had worked the same

land for four generations. Now commodity prices and equipment debt and a medical crisis from three years back had combined into something he

could not escape.
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A teacher considering retirement. Her name was Ellen. She had taught fifth grade for thirty-one years at

the same school. She had loved it once, had felt called to it. Now she dreaded September.

A young woman who had moved back to care for her dying mother. Her name was Sarah. She was

thirty-four. She had left Superior at eighteen and built a life in Denver, a career, a relationship, an identity that

was not "the girl from the dying town." Now she was back, living in her childhood bedroom, watching her

mother fade.

A pastor wrestling with a congregation that no longer trusted institutions. His name was Michael. He

preached to a shrinking congregation and wondered if he was presiding over the end of something.

An elderly man who had not spoken in the circle for three months. His name was Walter. His wife had

died in the summer. He came to the circle because it was somewhere to be.

And David. Who had trained a thousand facilitators and could not remember the last time he had sat in a

circle without being in charge.

Ruth opened simply: "We light this candle to mark this time as different from ordinary time. What we say here

stays here. What we learn here leaves with us. Who we become here goes back into the world."

She struck a match. The candle caught.

"There is only one question tonight. The same question every week. The question that matters."

"What truth are you not telling?"

David felt something clench in his chest. He had asked versions of this question a thousand times, in

workshops, in coaching sessions, in the exercises he designed for his clients. He had never been asked it

himself. Not like this.

Harold talked about the shame of losing land that had been in his family for four generations. Not the

financial loss, the shame. How he could not look at his son.

Ellen talked about her fear that she had stopped being able to reach her students years ago and had just

been performing ever since.

Sarah talked about her rage at her mother for taking so long to die, and her shame at her rage.

Michael talked about his doubt. Whether any of it was true. Whether he had wasted his life on a beautiful

lie.

When David's turn came, he found himself saying things he had not said to anyone. Not even to himself.
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"I teach transformation for a living. I have been performing transformation without undergoing it for

longer than I can calculate. My daughter sees through me. My wife has learned not to expect me. I have a TED

talk about authenticity that is itself a sophisticated performance. I came to this town because I could not stand

being who I had become in the places where people know who I am."

The circle held him. No one offered advice. No one reframed his pain.

They just witnessed.

And in that witnessing, something that had been locked for decades began to move.

David stayed in Superior for three weeks. Then three months. Then it stopped being a question of staying or

leaving. He rented a room above the hardware store. He began attending Ruth's circles, first as a participant,

then as an apprentice, then as whatever you become when you stop keeping track of roles.

Ruth did not teach him anything he did not already know. That was what was devastating about it.

He knew the theory of witnessing. He could cite the research on psychological safety. He had written

chapters about the conditions for authentic dialogue.

What Ruth did was simpler and more radical: she created the conditions. Not by talking about them. By

being them.

"You know too much," she told him one evening after the circle had dispersed. "Your knowing is getting

in the way."

"How do I unknow it?"

"You don't. You just stop using it to hide."

David sat with that for a long time. He had spent twenty-five years building knowledge as a structure,

something that elevated him above others, that gave him a platform from which to speak, that provided distance

from the messy, uncertain work of actually transforming.

"How do you do that?" he asked. "Hold the knowledge without letting it take over?"

Ruth smiled. "Practice. Forty years of practice. And forty years of failing at practice. And forty years of

returning to the circle anyway, knowing I would fail again."

"That sounds exhausting."

"It is. And it's the only thing that keeps me alive."
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CHAPTER 8

The Infinite Architect Paradox

You have read seven chapters of this book. You have encountered frameworks for understanding how

transformation stalls, how sophistication becomes defense, how the spiral inverts itself into a mechanism of

self-protection. You have, presumably, found these frameworks useful. You may have recognized patterns in

colleagues, in organizations you have worked with, in systems you have tried to change. You may have nodded

at certain passages, underlined others, perhaps written a note in the margin about someone you know who

exemplifies the trap being described.

The question this chapter asks is whether you recognized yourself.

Not in the comfortable way. Not the practiced self-awareness of "oh, I do that too sometimes," which is

itself a form of inoculation, a small admission that prevents a larger reckoning. The question is whether the

frameworks you have been absorbing across these chapters describe your primary mode of operation. Whether

you are, at this moment, doing the thing this book warns against: converting an encounter with transformation

into an act of comprehension that substitutes for the transformation itself.

This is the Infinite Architect paradox. It is the most sophisticated trap available to anyone committed to

justice-centered work, and it operates with particular efficiency on people who read books like this one.

The paradox: the most skilled builders of transformation frameworks use the act of building as a form of

avoidance so refined that it is indistinguishable, from the inside, from the work itself. The map replaces the

territory. The architecture becomes more compelling than inhabiting the building. The description of change

becomes the change.^1^

And the paradox is self-sealing. The more accurately you can describe the trap, the deeper inside it you

may already be.

Paulo Freire articulated the mechanism with precision that has not been improved upon in the fifty years since.

Praxis, in Freire's formulation, is the unity of reflection and action directed at the structures to be transformed.

Neither element is sufficient alone. Action without reflection is activism, which Freire defined not as political

engagement but as action for its own sake, divorced from the critical analysis that would give it direction and

coherence. Reflection without action is verbalism: the production of words about the world that substitutes for

engagement with it.^2^

Freire was not describing an academic problem. He was describing a political one. Verbalism, in the

context of liberation pedagogy, is not merely ineffective. It is a form of complicity. The person who can

articulate the structures of oppression with extraordinary precision while doing nothing to disrupt those
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structures is not neutral. They are providing sophisticated intellectual cover for the status quo, because their

analysis creates the appearance that the work of understanding is itself the work of liberation.^3^

Conscientizacao, Freire's term for critical consciousness, was never intended as a cognitive achievement.

It is a process entered through engagement, tested through action, deepened through reflection on that action,

and returned to engagement at a different level. The spiral, not the ladder. But the Infinite Architect has found a

way to short-circuit the cycle by becoming so skilled at the reflective dimension that reflection generates its

own momentum, its own products, its own rewards, its own professional identity, without ever completing the

turn back toward action.

Writing about transformation counts as transformative work. Teaching about praxis becomes the praxis.

Developing frameworks for critical consciousness substitutes for developing critical consciousness. The

vocabulary of liberation is deployed in the service of sophisticated inaction.^4^

If you facilitate equity workshops, the question is not whether your facilitation helps participants. It

probably does. The question is what you are personally risking in the process. If the answer is nothing, if your

competence is secure, if your reputation is enhanced, if you leave the room having performed expertise rather

than having been genuinely changed by the encounter, then what you are doing meets Freire's definition of

verbalism regardless of its utility to others.

Usefulness and avoidance are not mutually exclusive. That is the first thing the paradox requires you to

accept.

Ronald Heifetz identified the organizational version of this pattern with a term that is deceptively simple: work

avoidance. The term is deceptive because it does not mean what it appears to mean. Work avoidance, in

Heifetz's framework, rarely looks like laziness or disengagement. It most often looks like tremendous effort

directed at the wrong target.^5^

Heifetz distinguished between technical challenges, which can be solved with existing knowledge and

expertise, and adaptive challenges, which require the people involved to change their values, beliefs, habits, or

loyalties. When organizations face adaptive challenges, they almost always attempt to convert them into

technical problems, not because the people involved are unintelligent but because adaptive work is threatening.

It requires loss. It demands that people give up something they value, whether that is a cherished belief, a

comfortable role, a familiar competence, or a protective worldview. Technical solutions offer the possibility of

addressing the symptom without undergoing the loss.^6^

This conversion is work avoidance. The superintendent who responds to racial disparities in discipline

data by purchasing a new behavior management curriculum is engaging in work avoidance. The effort is real.

The expenditure is real. The implementation timeline is real. None of it addresses the adaptive challenge, which
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would require the adults in the building to examine their own racial assumptions, to tolerate the disequilibrium

of not knowing whether their perceptions of student behavior are accurate, to accept that their professional

judgment may be contaminated by bias they cannot see.^7^

The Infinite Architect performs an individual version of the same conversion. The adaptive challenge is

their own continued transformation: the ongoing, uncomfortable, never-completed work of examining their

own assumptions, tolerating their own not-knowing, risking their own competence. The technical conversion is

helping others transform. The second activity is valuable. It also permits the first to be indefinitely deferred.

Heifetz uses the metaphor of the balcony and the dance floor. On the dance floor, you are immersed in the

action, subject to the music, visible in your movements, vulnerable to missteps. On the balcony, you can see the

patterns, name the dynamics, develop frameworks that explain what you observe. Effective leadership requires

movement between the two positions.^8^

The Infinite Architect takes up permanent residence on the balcony.

From the balcony, everything is visible and nothing is risked. You can describe the dance with

extraordinary accuracy. You can identify who is leading and who is following, where the energy is gathering,

where the floor is crowded, what the music is doing to the dancers. Your descriptions may be genuinely useful

to the dancers. Your frameworks may help them dance better.

But you are not dancing. You have not danced in years. You may not remember what it feels like to be on

the floor, subject to the music, uncertain of your next step, visible in your awkwardness. The balcony feels like

perspective. When you never leave it, it is a hiding place.

The question is not how long you have been on the balcony. The question is whether you have noticed that

you stopped going downstairs.

Robert Kegan's constructive-developmental theory provides the structural explanation for why the Infinite

Architect paradox is so difficult to escape once it has been entered. Kegan described adult development as a

progression through increasingly complex ways of making meaning, each stage representing a different

relationship between what is "subject" (the lens through which you see, invisible to you because you are

embedded in it) and what is "object" (what you can see, examine, reflect upon, and potentially change).^9^

At the self-authoring mind, the fourth of Kegan's orders of consciousness, a person has developed an

internal compass. They can evaluate external expectations against their own values and principles. They have

an ideology, a theory, a framework for making sense of the world that they authored rather than absorbed. This

is a genuine developmental achievement. It is hard-won, often forged through the kind of struggle and

reflection that this book series describes.^10^
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The problem is that developmental achievement can become developmental ceiling. The self-authoring

mind, precisely because it was achieved through genuine struggle, becomes something to protect rather than

something to transcend. The frameworks that liberated you from dependence on external validation become the

frameworks you cannot question because they are you, because you are subject to them in Kegan's precise

sense of the term: embedded in them so thoroughly that examining them would feel like examining the ground

you stand on while standing on it.

The move to Kegan's fifth order, the self-transforming mind, requires making one's own ideology and

identity an object of examination. It requires holding your own frameworks as provisional, as tools that may

have served their purpose and now limit what you can see. It requires the recognition that the internal compass

you trust so deeply may be pointing in a direction that was useful at one stage of development and constraining

at the next.^11^

The Infinite Architect is almost always operating at a high self-authoring level. Their frameworks are

internally coherent. Their values are clear. Their professional identity is well-constructed and genuinely reflects

hard-won understanding. This is precisely why the paradox is invisible from the inside. The frameworks work.

The compass is reliable. The expertise is real. Why would you question something that functions?

The answer is that functioning and growing are not the same thing, and the moment your developmental

achievement becomes the thing you protect rather than the thing you examine, you have stopped developing.

You have become subject to your own frameworks in Kegan's specific, technical sense. You cannot see them

because you are looking through them.

If you have a theory of transformation that you have not seriously questioned in five years, you are not

using that theory. It is using you.

Chris Argyris spent decades documenting the interval between what professionals say they do and what they

actually do, between what he called espoused theory and theory-in-use. The distinction is not about hypocrisy.

It is about a structural blindness that is most acute in precisely the people who are most skilled.^12^

Argyris found that professionals who could articulate sophisticated theories of effective practice, people

who could describe in detail what good leadership or good teaching or good facilitation looked like,

consistently operated according to a different set of rules when they were under pressure. Their espoused

theories emphasized openness, learning, mutual inquiry, and the willingness to be wrong. Their theories-in-use

emphasized control, self-protection, face-saving, and the suppression of information that might threaten their

competence or the competence of others.^13^

The gap was widest in the most skilled practitioners. This is counterintuitive but consistent across

Argyris's research. The more articulate a professional was about effective practice, the more likely they were to
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violate their own principles when the stakes were real. Argyris called this "skilled incompetence": the use of

well-practiced behaviors to produce outcomes that are the opposite of what the practitioner intends.^14^

The relevance to the Infinite Architect paradox is direct. If you can articulate a sophisticated theory of

transformation, the question Argyris would ask is not whether your theory is good. It is whether your theory

matches your behavior when you are not performing. Not in your workshops. Not in your keynotes. Not in your

published writing. In the meeting where your competence is questioned. In the conversation where your

framework fails to explain what is happening. In the moment where the adaptive challenge is yours, not your

client's.

Argyris's research suggests that the answer, for most skilled professionals, is no. The espoused theory of

transformation does not match the theory-in-use, which is self-protection. And the gap is maintained by a

secondary process Argyris called "skilled unawareness": the practitioner does not know that their behavior

contradicts their theory, and the social systems they operate in are organized to prevent them from finding

out.^15^

Your colleagues will not tell you. Your clients will not tell you. Your evaluations will not reveal it. The

gap between what you say about transformation and what you do about your own is protected by every

professional norm that governs your working life.

Consider, then, the full architecture of the trap.

You learned something true about how change happens. The learning was genuine. It came through

experience, struggle, reflection, the kind of praxis Freire described. You developed that learning into a

framework. The framework helped others. Your expertise grew. You refined the framework. More people

benefited. You became known as someone who understands transformation.

And somewhere in that process, so gradually that you cannot identify the moment, the framework became

a hiding place. The act of describing transformation replaced the act of undergoing it. The map became more

interesting than the territory. You achieved Kegan's self-authoring mind and fortified it so thoroughly that the

self-transforming mind could not emerge. Your espoused theory of transformation diverged from your

theory-in-use, which became self-protection. Your praxis collapsed into verbalism. Your dance floor

engagement migrated permanently to the balcony.

None of this was intentional. None of it was dishonest. That is what makes it a paradox rather than a fraud.

You genuinely believe you are doing the work. The work you are doing genuinely helps others. The

frameworks you have built are genuinely useful. Every external indicator confirms that you are effective, that

your expertise is valuable, that your contribution matters.
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The only thing missing is your own transformation. And you have been too busy facilitating everyone

else's to notice.

There is a particular form of paralysis that the paradox produces in its most advanced stages. It functions

through the weaponization of complexity.

You see the system with extraordinary clarity. You understand the ways that well-meaning interventions

produce unintended consequences. You know the history of failed reforms, the critiques of naive approaches,

the ways that people with your training and your commitments have caused harm while trying to help. You

have read the literature on white saviorism, on epistemic violence, on the colonization of indigenous

knowledge systems by Western frameworks.^16^ You hold all of this with genuine sophistication.

And so you pause. You analyze further. You develop more nuanced frameworks. You write another

article. You facilitate another conversation about the complexity of the work. You produce increasingly

sophisticated commentary on why action is difficult, and the sophistication is real, and the commentary is

valuable, and you are not moving.

The less sophisticated practitioners charge ahead. They make mistakes. They cause some harm. They learn

from it. They adjust. They cause less harm. They are in the spiral. Their understanding deepens through

engagement, not through observation.

You watch from the balcony, increasingly articulate about why the dance floor is dangerous, increasingly

refined in your analysis of what the dancers are doing wrong, increasingly frozen in your own position. Your

sophistication has become permission to observe rather than engage. Your understanding of complexity has

become a reason not to act. Your care has become caution. Your nuance has become hesitation.

This is not wisdom. It is work avoidance wearing wisdom's clothing.

The Infinite Architect paradox has a structural feature that makes it uniquely resistant to intervention: it

metabolizes critique.

Tell an Infinite Architect that their framework-building is avoidance, and they will build a framework for

understanding how framework-building becomes avoidance. Point out that they have been on the balcony for

years, and they will develop an analysis of the balcony-dance-floor dynamic that is more sophisticated than

yours. Name what lies between their espoused theory and their theory-in-use, and they will write a paper about

Argyris that demonstrates their deep understanding of exactly the pattern you are describing.

The critique becomes more material for the architecture. The diagnosis becomes another room in the

building. The trap is identified, named, analyzed, and incorporated into the framework, and the framework

grows larger, and the person inside the framework remains unchanged.
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This chapter is, itself, vulnerable to the same dynamic. You are reading an analysis of the Infinite

Architect paradox. The analysis may be precise. It may describe your situation with uncomfortable accuracy.

And the act of reading it, of understanding it, of finding it insightful, of perhaps sharing it with a colleague or

citing it in your own work, can become another iteration of the pattern: comprehension substituting for

change.^17^

There is no meta-position from which the paradox can be safely observed. There is no framework

sophisticated enough to protect you from it. The only exit is through action that your frameworks cannot

contain, in relationships where your expertise does not elevate you, at a level of risk that your professional

identity cannot absorb.

Three markers. Not for diagnosis. Diagnosis is another form of architecture.

What are you risking? Not theoretically. Not in the abstract. In your practice this week. If the answer is

nothing, if your competence was secure in every professional interaction you had, if your reputation was

enhanced rather than threatened by every piece of work you produced, then the architecture is intact and you

are inside it.

What are you doing? Not thinking, planning, analyzing, reading, writing, facilitating. Doing. Action in the

world that can be observed, that produces consequences you cannot control, that might fail in ways that are

visible to others. If your primary professional activity is the production of frameworks, analyses, facilitations,

and commentaries, you are in Freire's verbalism regardless of the quality of the words.

Who sees you? Not your audience. Not your clients. Not the people who receive your expertise. Who sees

you without the expertise? Who is in a relationship with you that is not structured by your professional role? If

every relationship in your working life positions you as the person who knows, you have built a fortress that

looks like a bridge.

If everything is dispositional, then every outcome is earned and every failure is deserved and the system bears

no responsibility for the conditions it creates. If everything is framework, then every problem has an

architecture and every architecture has an architect and the architect bears no responsibility for whether anyone

actually lives in the building.

The Infinite Architect builds. The building is beautiful. The building is useful. Other people move through

it and find it helpful.

The Infinite Architect does not live there.

The paradox does not resolve. There is no practice section at the end of this chapter, no set of reflective

questions designed to help you determine whether you are caught, no framework for escaping the framework
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trap. Offering one would be the paradox performing itself.

The trap is named. It is left standing.

^1^ The relationship between representation and the thing represented has been explored across multiple traditions, from Korzybski's "the
map is not the territory" to Baudrillard's analysis of simulacra. The specific application to transformation practitioners is undertheorized.

^2^ Freire, P. (1970). *Pedagogy of the Oppressed*. Continuum. See especially Chapter 3, where Freire develops the distinction between
true praxis and its degraded forms.

^3^ Freire's analysis of verbalism has particular force in contexts where the people producing the words are structurally positioned to
benefit from the systems they critique. The intellectual who can describe oppression with precision while occupying a tenured position
within an institution that reproduces that oppression is not the example Freire had in mind when he described praxis, but they are the
example most relevant to the readership of this book.

^4^ Glass, R. D. (2001). On Paulo Freire's philosophy of praxis and the foundations of liberation education. *Educational Researcher*,
30(2), 15-25. Glass argues that the North American reception of Freire has systematically domesticated his ideas, converting a revolutionary
pedagogy into an academic framework, which is itself an instance of the verbalism Freire warned against.

^5^ Heifetz, R. A. (1994). *Leadership Without Easy Answers*. Harvard University Press.

^6^ Heifetz, R. A., & Linsky, M. (2002). *Leadership on the Line: Staying Alive Through the Dangers of Leading*. Harvard Business
School Press. The concept of adaptive work as requiring loss is developed most fully in Chapter 2.

^7^ The discipline disparity example is deliberately chosen. It is the most common equity challenge cited in the districts I studied for my
dissertation, and it is also the challenge most consistently converted from adaptive to technical through the purchase of programs, the
adoption of frameworks, and the production of strategic plans that substitute for the examination of racial bias.

^8^ Heifetz (1994), Chapter 3. The balcony metaphor has been widely adopted and, in the process, largely stripped of its original dialectical
character. Heifetz intended the metaphor to describe movement between positions, not residence in one.

^9^ Kegan, R. (1994). *In Over Our Heads: The Mental Demands of Modern Life*. Harvard University Press.

^10^ Kegan, R., & Lahey, L. L. (2009). *Immunity to Change: How to Overcome It and Unlock the Potential in Yourself and Your
Organization*. Harvard Business Press. The concept of "immunity to change" describes the self-protective system that maintains
developmental stasis even when the person consciously desires growth.

^11^ Kegan (1994), Chapter 12. The self-transforming mind is estimated to characterize fewer than one percent of the adult population in
Western societies. The relevant question is not how rare it is but what prevents its emergence in people who have the cognitive capacity and
the stated commitment to ongoing development.

^12^ Argyris, C. (1991). Teaching smart people how to learn. *Harvard Business Review*, 69(3), 99-109.

^13^ Argyris, C., & Schon, D. A. (1974). *Theory in Practice: Increasing Professional Effectiveness*. Jossey-Bass. The distinction between
Model I (self-protective) and Model II (learning-oriented) theories-in-use is foundational. Most professionals espouse Model II and operate
in Model I.

^14^ Argyris, C. (1986). Skilled incompetence. *Harvard Business Review*, 64(5), 74-79.

^15^ Argyris called this "organizational defensive routines": the patterns of interaction that prevent embarrassment or threat while
simultaneously preventing learning. The Infinite Architect's professional environment is, almost by definition, organized around such
routines. The people who could identify the gap between espoused theory and theory-in-use are the people least likely to do so, because
doing so would violate the norms of professional courtesy that govern peer relationships in the equity and transformation space.

^16^ Smith, L. T. (2012). *Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples* (2nd ed.). Zed Books. Tuck, E. (2009).
Suspending damage: A letter to communities. *Harvard Educational Review*, 79(3), 409-428.

^17^ This is not a rhetorical move. The chapter's vulnerability to its own critique is structural, not decorative. If the analysis of the Infinite
Architect paradox can be absorbed without producing discomfort that leads to action, then the analysis has become another room in the
architecture.

CHAPTER 9

The Choice to Stay Anyway

David is sitting in a folding chair in the basement of First Methodist when Maya walks in.

It is a Tuesday in March. The fluorescent light closest to the door has been flickering for three weeks, and

nobody has fixed it because nobody in the circle owns the building and the custodian comes on Thursdays. The
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coffee is the same coffee it has been since November: Folgers, pre-ground, brewed in a machine that predates

everyone in the room except Ruth. The circle has seven people tonight. David knows all of them by first name

and by the thing they said last week that they had never said before.

Maya does not announce herself. She takes a chair from the stack against the wall, unfolds it, and sits

between Gerald and a woman named Diane who drives forty minutes from Red Cloud every Tuesday. Maya

sits the way someone sits when they have decided something but have not yet said what.

David sees her and feels several things at once, none of them clean. Something like pride, that she found

him here. Something closer to shame, that she is seeing him in this stripped-down version of himself, sitting in

a church basement in Superior, Nebraska, being nobody in particular. And underneath both of those, a relief so

physical it registers in his chest: she is here, and whatever happens next will happen in the circle, where it can

be witnessed and held by people who have no stake in the outcome.

Ruth asks the question. She asks it the same way every week, in the same flat voice, with the same absence

of drama. "What truth are you not telling?"

Maya goes first. She does not look at David when she speaks.

"I am angry at my father for being so good at helping other people transform while refusing to transform

himself. I am angry that I had to grow up watching him perform authenticity for audiences who didn't know it

was a performance, while I knew, because I lived with the version of him that came home afterward. I am

angry that his book is required reading in the program where I got my organizing training, and that I had to sit

in a seminar room while a professor quoted my father's work on vulnerability and I had to pretend I didn't know

him, because knowing him would have meant saying what I actually thought about the gap between the book

and the man."

She pauses. The basement is quiet except for the furnace cycling on somewhere behind the wall.

"And I am afraid that I am becoming him. That my organizing will turn into consulting. That my anger

will calcify into frameworks. That in twenty years I will be the one who knows too much to be honest, and

some version of my own child will call me from a city I left behind and ask me a question I can't answer."

The circle holds her. This is what the circle does. It does not respond, does not comfort, does not fix. It

witnesses. Seven people breathing in a basement, attending to one person's truth, which is the simplest and

most difficult thing humans do for each other.

David's turn comes. He has had six months of Tuesdays to practice saying hard things in this room, and it

has not gotten easier. The ease would be the warning sign.

"My daughter just named everything I have been running from. She is right. Everything she said is true,

and I do not have a defense because there is no defense available. I became what she described. I taught
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transformation without transforming. I wrote about vulnerability while maintaining a life so carefully

constructed that nothing could actually reach me. I have spent six months in this basement trying to remember

what I forgot when I became successful, and some nights I am not sure I have remembered anything at all.

Some nights I think I am just performing a new kind of authenticity for a smaller audience."

He looks at Maya.

"I don't know how to undo what I did. I don't know if undoing is even the right frame, or if that is just

another version of the same impulse, the architect in me reaching for a blueprint when what is needed is

something I don't have a word for. But I am trying. And I am sorry. Not because sorry fixes anything, and not

because it earns me something. Because it is true."

The circle holds them both. Ruth does not summarize. She does not draw a lesson. She sits with her hands

folded in her lap and lets the silence do whatever the silence is going to do.

This is the thing David has learned about Ruth's circles that he could not have learned from reading about

them or studying them or building a consulting model around them. The silence is not a technique. It is not a

facilitation move. It is the point. The silence after someone has spoken their truth is the space where that truth

becomes real, where it stops being a confession and starts being a fact in the room that everyone now carries.

After the circle, David and Maya walk. Superior at night is very quiet. The wind comes across the plains with

nothing to stop it, and the grain elevator stands against the sky like a monument to something that is not trying

to be a monument. The stars are visible here in a way they are not visible in cities, which is one of the things

David has noticed about Nebraska without making too much of it, because making too much of things is the

habit he is trying to unlearn.

"What are you doing here?" Maya asks. "Really."

"Learning. Or relearning. Or maybe just stopping. Stopping the thing I had been doing long enough to see

what it was. I spent twenty-five years building, Maya. Building frameworks, building practices, building a

reputation, building a body of work. And the building was so constant and so rewarded that I never had to ask

whether the thing I was building was the thing that needed to exist."

"And you're going to stay?"

"In Nebraska?"

Maya stops walking. "That's not what I mean. I mean: are you going to stay in it? The work. The spiral.

Whatever this is that you're doing in that basement with those people."
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David understands the question. It is the question he has been asking himself since September, when he

first sat in one of those folding chairs and realized that Ruth was not going to be impressed by him, was not

going to treat him as a visiting expert, was not going to give him any role other than the one available to

everyone: a person in a circle, answering a question.

"Yes."

"Why?"

"Because it is the only thing that has been real. Because I tried the alternative for twenty-five years, and

the alternative is a sophisticated way of being dead while still breathing, where every interaction is a

performance and every relationship is a transaction and every insight is a product and the person inside all of

that machinery gets quieter and quieter until you cannot hear him at all. Because your question, the one you

asked me on the phone back in September, was the first real thing anyone had said to me in longer than I want

to calculate. And I can't unhear it. I have tried. The question is in me now."

They walk in silence for a while. The stars do what stars do, which is exist without reference to the people

looking at them, beautiful and indifferent and ancient in a way that makes human urgency feel both ridiculous

and somehow more precious.

"I'm not forgiving you," Maya says.

"I didn't ask you to."

"But I'm glad you're here. In the circle. In the basement. Being just another person in a folding chair who

doesn't know what he's doing."

"Me too."

They keep walking. The conversation does not resolve. It does not arrive at a place where father and

daughter have repaired what was broken. It arrives at a place where they are both walking in the same direction

on the same road, which is not resolution but is also not nothing.

I have been writing about David Holloway for the length of this book. I have built him, scene by scene, from a

composite of people I have known and patterns I have studied and, if I am honest, from the parts of myself I

find most difficult to look at directly. Now I need to write about myself, and I need to do it without the

protection that fiction provides.

I recognize myself in David not because I invented him but because I am one version of what he

represents.



THE UNMASKING SPIRAL

76

I work as a Director of Educational Equity in an urban school district. I have spent years developing

frameworks for justice-centered transformation, facilitating sessions designed to move people from where they

are to where they say they want to be, writing curricula, training leaders, consulting with organizations trying to

close the space separating their aspirations and their practices. I am good at this work. The frameworks do help

people. The sessions generate genuine insight. The organizations change, sometimes, in ways that matter.

And I have caught myself, more than once, using the work to avoid the work. Building a framework

instead of confronting the person who needs confronting. Facilitating a session instead of saying what I actually

think in the room where the decision is being made. Writing about transformation instead of being transformed

by the conditions right in front of me. The Infinite Architect paradox is not someone else's problem. It is mine.

It operates in me with the same quiet efficiency that it operated in David, and the fact that I can name it does

not mean I have escaped it. Naming can be its own form of the trap.

Writing this book has been its own kind of circle. Every chapter has asked me to name truths I had been

avoiding. Every framework I have described has required me to examine whether I was using the framework to

hide from what the framework describes. The answer has not always been comforting. In several cases the

answer has been: yes, that is exactly what you are doing, and your ability to articulate the problem with such

precision is itself evidence of how deeply you are caught in it.

I do not know how to resolve this. That sentence is not performed humility. It is the actual state of affairs.

The Infinite Architect paradox does not have an exit, because every exit you construct is another room in the

architecture. The best I can say is that I am learning to stay in the discomfort of that recognition without

immediately converting it into a framework for staying in discomfort, which would be, of course, exactly the

move the paradox predicts.

Shawn Ginwright's Four Pivots names something I keep returning to: the distinction between transaction and

transformation.^1^ David's keynotes were transactional. He delivered expertise, audiences received it, and

David walked away unchanged, reinforced rather than revised. Ruth's circles were transformational, not

because they used better techniques but because the structure made transaction impossible. There was no

expertise to exchange. There was only the risk of being seen, the slow work of becoming more honest, and the

willingness to witness others doing the same. Both parties changed, or neither did.

The pivot from transaction to transformation is the one I find hardest to make in my own practice. I can

describe it with precision. I can teach others to recognize when their work has become transactional. I can

facilitate conversations about the difference. And then I can drive home from the session having exchanged my

expertise for a consulting fee and call it transformational work because the content of the session was about

transformation. The content is not the structure. The structure is what determines whether anyone, including

me, is actually changed by the encounter.
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I want to say that I am building a practice that escapes this trap. I want to describe a consulting model

based on Ruth's circles, where I sit in the circle alongside the people I am working with, where I answer the

same questions I ask, where my masks become unbearable alongside theirs. I want to say this because it sounds

like a resolution, and resolutions feel better than the alternative.

But I am not sure it works that way. I am not sure you can design your way out of the Infinite Architect

paradox, because designing is what the Architect does. Every model I build for escaping the trap is, by

definition, another construction. Ruth did not design her circles to escape anything. She just kept showing up to

a basement on Tuesday nights for forty years, asking the same question, and the absence of design was the

thing that made the space real. I cannot replicate that by designing a replication.^2^

This is the part where, if I were writing the kind of book I have been trained to write, I would offer the

reader a way forward. Three practices, a reflection protocol, a set of questions to discuss with colleagues. And

those things might even be useful. But they would also be exactly the move this entire book has been

examining: the conversion of an unresolvable tension into a manageable framework.

So I am not going to do that.

What I am going to do is tell you what David does, because David is the story I have been telling, and stories

do not need to resolve in order to end.

David stays in Superior. Not permanently. He does not sell his house or quit his life or make a dramatic

declaration about starting over. He stays through the spring, attending Ruth's circles on Tuesdays, reading in

the mornings, walking in the afternoons along roads that go straight for miles in every direction. He calls Maya

on Sundays. The conversations are careful, bounded, real in a way that their conversations were not real before.

Neither of them pretends that the relationship is fixed. Neither of them pretends that it is unfixable.

In April, David gets an email from a colleague asking if he is available for a keynote in June. He reads the

email twice. The fee is significant. The topic is one he has spoken on dozens of times. He could do it in his

sleep, which is, he realizes, exactly the problem. He closes the email without responding. He does not delete it.

He does not respond. He lets it sit in his inbox, unanswered, which feels like a very small act and also like the

hardest thing he has done in months.

In May, Ruth tells the circle that she is stepping back. Not stopping, she clarifies, just letting others hold

the question for a while. She is seventy-eight. Her knees make the stairs difficult. She has been doing this for

forty years and the circles will continue because that is what circles do: they continue without needing any

particular person to sustain them.

David feels something tighten in his chest when Ruth says this. The old reflex surfaces immediately, the

one that says: I can help. I can facilitate. I can take what Ruth built and give it structure, scale it, bring it to
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other basements in other towns. The Architect in him sees the opportunity clearly, sees the gap that Ruth's

stepping back will create, sees himself filling it with expertise.

He notices the reflex. He does not act on it. He sits with it in the circle, feeling it pull at him, recognizing it

as the thing it is. He does not convert the recognition into a lesson. He does not tell the circle about his insight.

He just sits there, a person in a folding chair, letting the impulse exist without obeying it.

This is not a triumph. I want to be clear about that. David sitting in a folding chair, not acting on his worst

impulse, is not a heroic moment. It is an ordinary Tuesday in a church basement in Nebraska. It is the kind of

thing that happens without anyone noticing, without any audience, without any framework to make it legible as

growth. He does not arrive anywhere. He does not transform. He stays, which is different from arriving and less

satisfying and more honest.

I do not know what David does after May. I do not know if he goes back to consulting, or stays in

Nebraska, or finds some third path that I have not imagined because I am too caught in my own version of his

architecture to see it. I do not know if the circles continue without Ruth, or if they dissolve, or if they change

into something unrecognizable. I do not know if Maya forgives him or if forgiveness turns out to be the wrong

category entirely.

What I know is that he stays. For now. On a Tuesday night in a basement, in a folding chair, with a

question he cannot answer and a silence he is learning not to fill.

That is not a resolution. It is a practice. And I am not sure it is enough. But it is what I have, and it is what

David has, and I suspect it is what most of us have when we stop pretending otherwise: the choice to stay

anyway, made again tomorrow, and the day after that, with no guarantee that staying is the right thing and no

certainty that the staying itself has not become another, subtler room in the architecture we are trying to leave.

^1^ Ginwright, S. (2022). *The Four Pivots: Reimagining Justice, Reimagining Ourselves*. North Atlantic Books.

^2^ This is a version of what organizational theorist Karl Weick calls "the problem of enactment," where the act of studying or designing a
process fundamentally changes the process being studied. See Weick, K. (1995). *Sensemaking in Organizations*. Sage Publications.

CONCLUSION

Infinite Praxis

I need to say something about what this book has tried to do, and then I need to say something about

whether it worked.

The first book in this series, The Logic Trap, named the thinking patterns that derail clear analysis: the

evidence groove that filters for confirmation, the attribution groove that locates blame in individuals rather than

systems, the prediction groove that constructs futures before testing them. The practice was the SEE Protocol, a

structured interruption of habits so deep they feel like perception itself. The second book, Projecting Proof,
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named the ways we manufacture evidence for what we already believe, selecting information that confirms our

existing frame, arranging observations to fit our preferred story, sequencing revelations for maximum

persuasive impact. Its practice was a single devastating question: What is my evidence? The third book, The

Agency Shift, named the fears that prevent action even when we see clearly: epistemic paralysis, social risk

aversion, failure catastrophizing. Its practice was building agency through small, deliberate acts of courage in

the face of those fears.

This fourth book names the trap that waits for you if you do all of that work successfully.

The Infinite Architect paradox is the shadow of genuine growth. You develop clear thinking, and your

clarity becomes a place to hide. You learn to examine your evidence, and your examination becomes

performance. You overcome your fears and act, and your action calcifies into routine. You become

sophisticated, and your sophistication wraps around you like armor you forget you are wearing. Each book in

this series offered tools to escape a particular trap. This book argues that the tools themselves will become traps

if you hold them long enough, that there is no final escape, that transformation is not a destination you reach

but a spiral you enter and remain inside of, turning and returning, seeing and failing to see, for as long as you

are willing to keep going.

Paulo Freire called this praxis: the integration of reflection and action in a continuous cycle, each

informing and reshaping the other, neither complete without its partner.^1^ He was not describing a technique.

He was describing a way of being in the world that refuses the comfort of arrival, that insists on returning to the

questions you thought you had answered, that treats every answer as the beginning of a new question. The word

"infinite" in my title is not decorative. The praxis does not end. There is no point at which you have reflected

enough, acted enough, grown enough. The spiral keeps turning because the world keeps changing, and because

you keep changing, and because the relationship between you and the world is itself a moving thing that will

never hold still long enough for you to master it.

I want to be honest about the discomfort in that claim.

There is a version of "the work is never done" that functions as inspiration, a poster on a classroom wall, a

closing slide in a keynote. I do not mean it that way. I mean it as a description of something genuinely

uncomfortable: you will not arrive. You will not reach the place where you can rest inside your expertise and

know that you have done enough. The spiral is not a journey toward mastery. It is a commitment to the

permanent inadequacy of whatever mastery you have achieved so far, which is a far less appealing proposition

than most professional development literature is willing to offer.

Robert Kegan's research on adult development suggests that the capacity to hold this kind of ongoing

self-revision, what he calls "self-transforming mind," is relatively rare.^2^ Most adults operate from what

Kegan describes as a socialized or self-authoring mind, constructing identity around either external
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expectations or internally generated values and frameworks. The self-transforming mind does something

different: it treats its own frameworks as objects of examination rather than as the ground it stands on. It can

see the system it is inside of, including the system of its own thinking. Kegan is careful to note that this is not

better in a moral sense. It is a different relationship to one's own certainty, a willingness to let the ground shift.

What I have been calling the Infinite Architect trap is, in Kegan's terms, the collapse back from

self-transforming to self-authoring. You build a framework for understanding your own patterns, and then you

stand on that framework instead of examining it. You construct an identity as someone who does the interior

work, and that identity becomes the thing you protect rather than the thing you question. The spiral flattens into

a circle, turning without descending, and you mistake the motion for progress.

I should say plainly: I do not know if I am doing this right now, writing this book.

There is something suspicious about an author who writes four books about the traps of sophistication and

expertise. The act of naming the Infinite Architect pattern, of constructing a taxonomy of self-deception, of

building a framework for understanding how frameworks become hiding places, is itself a sophisticated move.

It is, arguably, the most sophisticated version of the pattern I have been describing. I can see the irony. I am not

sure I can see past it.

Writing about the spiral does not mean I am in it. Describing the trap does not mean I have escaped it. It is

entirely possible that this book is my own Infinite Architect performance, a display of self-awareness that

substitutes for the messier, riskier work of actually sitting with people, actually hearing what they need,

actually letting my expertise be insufficient. Shawn Ginwright writes about the difference between

healing-centered engagement and the performance of healing, the space between work that actually transforms

conditions and work that performs transformation while leaving conditions intact.^3^ I read his words and

wonder which side of that line I am standing on. The honest answer is that I do not know, and that not knowing

is not a posture I am performing for the reader's benefit. It is the actual state of affairs.

This is what the spiral feels like from inside: not clarity, but the recurring suspicion that your clarity is a

construction. Not growth, but the nagging sense that your growth narrative might be the most elaborate defense

you have ever built. Not arrival, but the recognition that every time you think you have arrived, you have

probably just found a more comfortable place to stop.

I keep writing anyway. Not because I have resolved the contradiction, but because the alternative, silence

in the face of patterns that are causing real harm, seems worse than the risk of performing what I am trying to

practice. The spiral does not require purity. It requires willingness to keep turning.

Let me name what the spiral is for, because this matters and I want to be precise about it.
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This series has not been primarily about personal growth, though personal growth is part of what happens

when you do this work. It has been about clearing the internal obstacles that prevent us from doing

justice-centered work effectively. The grooves matter because they distort our perception of who is being

harmed and who is benefiting, who bears responsibility and where intervention is needed. The projection

matters because it creates false certainty about situations that require humility; when we project proof onto

ambiguous data, we make decisions that affect people's lives based on manufactured evidence. The fear matters

because it prevents action when action is needed, and equity work requires the courage to name uncomfortable

truths, to challenge powerful interests, to risk relationships for the sake of something larger than your own

comfort. And the expertise trap matters because it allows people who know better to avoid doing better, to use

their sophistication as insulation against the messy, relational, genuinely uncertain work that transformation

actually requires.

The spiral is not about you. It is about what the spiral equips you to do.

I want to resist the impulse to tell you what that looks like in practice. Not because I do not have ideas, but

because the prescriptive move, "here are five steps for staying in the spiral," would be its own form of the

Infinite Architect pattern. The moment I give you a checklist for avoiding the expertise trap, I have built

another piece of architecture for you to hide inside. What I can say is that the people I have watched do this

work well share a quality that is hard to name and impossible to prescribe: they hold their own competence

loosely. They are good at what they do, and they are genuinely suspicious of their goodness at it. They do not

treat that suspicion as a performance of humility. They treat it as information.

There is a tension I have not resolved between the interior work this series describes and the systemic

change that justice actually requires, and I want to name it rather than pretend it is not there. Systems are real.

Structural injustice is real. No amount of personal transformation will change the material conditions that

produce inequity. We cannot meditate our way to justice or circle our way to liberation. But systems are

maintained by people, and the people who could challenge those systems are often prevented from doing so by

their own interior architecture, by the grooves and projections and fears and expertise traps that this series has

tried to name. The interior work does not replace systemic intervention. It is a precondition for systemic

intervention that is honest about what it is doing and why. You cannot change systems you cannot see clearly.

You cannot challenge patterns you are unconsciously reproducing.

Freire understood this. Praxis, for him, was never interior alone. It was reflection and action directed at the

structures to be transformed.^4^ The reflection without action is verbalism. The action without reflection is

activism. Neither, by itself, changes anything. The spiral holds them together, turning inward to see more

clearly and turning outward to act on what you see, and then turning inward again because the action changed

you, and the changed you sees differently, and the different seeing demands different action. The cycle does not

end because the world does not hold still and neither do you.



THE UNMASKING SPIRAL

82

I said at the beginning of this conclusion that I needed to say something about whether this book worked,

and I realize I cannot answer that question. Not because it is too early to tell, though it is. Because the question

assumes a destination, a state of affairs in which the book has achieved its purpose and the author can assess the

achievement. The spiral does not work that way. If this book did what I hoped, you are not finished. You are

unsettled. You are looking at your own expertise with something between appreciation and suspicion, holding

both without resolving either. You are not inspired. You are not reassured. You are possibly a little annoyed.

That would be enough.

I do not have a grand closing for this. The spiral continues whether I write about it or not. The patterns I

have named in these four books will keep operating in the people who read them and in the person who wrote

them, sometimes visible, sometimes hidden, sometimes interrupted, sometimes not. The work, the real work, is

not in the reading. It is in the moment after the reading, when you are back in the room with the people you

serve, and you catch yourself doing the thing you now know how to name, and you choose, in that moment, to

do something different.

Or you do not. And then the spiral brings you back around, and you get another chance. That is what

infinite means.

^1^ Freire, P. (1970). *Pedagogy of the Oppressed*. Continuum.

^2^ Kegan, R. (1994). *In Over Our Heads: The Mental Demands of Modern Life*. Harvard University Press.

^3^ Ginwright, S. (2022). *The Four Pivots: Reimagining Justice, Reimagining Ourselves*. North Atlantic Books.

^4^ Freire, P. (1970). *Pedagogy of the Oppressed*. Continuum.

The Interior Architecture of Transformation

Joshua T. Fraser, Ed.D.


