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welcome

to the first of an ongoing series of monthly think-

pieces. These have been commissioned to reflect 

the work, themes and values of The Way Ahead 

Group with a view to providing insights, questions 

and reflections which will inform your own work and 

way of being in the world.

In our first piece, Bridget Kievits, our !woman in 

Holland"  interviews Henk-Jan Hoefman, the founding 

director of the inspirational ZIN centre for spirituality 

and work in Vught. He was a high flyer at one of 

Holland"s leading Management Consultants when he 

first visited a monastery that needed a new 

direction. He felt as he crossed the threshold the light 

of meaning and calling that this was to be his job for 

the next part of his life. He transformed the place 

architecturally and organisationally to be a living 

model of spiritual intelligence.

The Way Ahead Group has run several retreats 

there and Henk-Jan was a guest speaker at our first 

retreat in 2004.

He has recently moved on from ZIN, relieved from 

the challenges and joys of running a building to 

spend more time thinking and trying to capture some 

of his cutting edge practice on the important subject 

of well-being and spirituality in the workplace.
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henk-jan hoefman

bridget kievits



What does Spirit at work mean for you?

It means that my unique human-ness is visible in my professional acting. This has the 

greatest chance of succeeding if I find the intersection of profession and vocation; when 

my profession is also my passion. It happened when I was asked to become CEO at ZIN: 

there was a sense that I should do this, and that gave a complete calmness. A sense of 

having been found, like a composer who says that the notes found him, not the other way 

around.

You have a sense of being a human being, both as creator and created, and in a situation 

where you will be making the difference, as a unique human being, warts and all.

I think we overvalue form, we identify with things, with stuff, with strategies. We have lost 

a sense of perspective between form and formlessness, manifestation and 

transcendence. We run around, aimed at matter, and have become too extravert, too one-

sided.

What are important values for you, that have accompanied you along the 

way?

What is of worth? I consider it to be a form of grace: talents that I have been given, the 

opportunity to become who I am, to have lived experiences that have deepened my trust in 

life. And my trust in others and myself, in the process. Part of this was given me in my 

religious upbringing. Grace as a gift, not as a sense of dependence. The gift also of having 

a reflective nature. I don't believe in a classical career plan; I believe in stories of 

vocation. The job seeks you. That of course means you need to trust, to have faith. I see 

life as a dance between me and my choices - but always taking responsibility for those 

choices. And to be more in the game than in your own will. What drives me? To make 

beautiful things that matter. !Creatio" - why not enrich the world with beautiful things, but 

beautiful things that matter. That also demands a sense of craftsmanship. To help people 

to bring themselves to their profession. You can see it in the service you may get in a shop 

when you're buying clothes: when you are being helped by someone who really sees who 

you are, and therefore can help you find what you need.Ó

What do you see as the biggest challenges for leaders?

Leadership is about the development of your personality. If you cannot give yourself trust 

or confidence, how can you give trust to your employees? If you cannot steer yourself, 

how can you steer others? How can you be innovative if you haven't discovered your own 

creative free spirit? Know your profession; know yourself; know the world. 

Trustworthiness means to live as close as possible to the truth.

The leader who is always there, can get away with knowing less about the content. And 

also: if the leader can be imperfect, there is breathing space. A leader should be able to 

embrace the imperfect, to have a sense of tension, suffering, pain. A leader who cannot 

suffer, cannot take decisions for the greater good. If s/he has no empathy, or is afraid to 

cause suffering, s/he will not be free to move with flexibility. If you can handle your own 

suffering, and that of the world, there is freedom to move. Especially men find it hard to 

bear suffering. You see advisors who live in a tension-free world, and some who coach 

from perfection. Imperfection needs a place, and creates a fundamentally different 
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Introduction from Bridget

I met Henk-Jan Hoefman 
in Utrecht, where we 
spend two energetic 
hours talking about 

leadership, spirituality, 
passion and paradoxes.

We talk of soul and 
ÒzakelijkheidÓ - which in 

Dutch form a nice 
alliteration - ÒzakelijkheidÓ 

being an almost 
untranslatable word, 
meaning a sense of 
ÔbusinessmanshipÕ , 

entrepreneurship, but 
also objectivity, and the 

more businesslike aspects 
of work. In Henk-Jan's 

perception leaders on the 
whole have a tendency to 
focus on this businesslike 
aspect of being a leader: 
the desire to act quickly: 

analyse the situation, 
think of a solution: ACT! 

This loses sight of a 
different way of dealing 

with issues, a more 
reflective and slow 

position, a position which 
gives a much better 

opportunity to deal with 
reflective slow questions. 
Henk-Jan feels there is a 

great need at the 
moment for differentiating 
in speed: some questions 
need introspection, not a 
fast answer. In his words: 

speed corrupts depth. 



learning process. You need to build in imperfection, and this is something you learn 

through living! So again: your personal development. And in that development it is 

essential to cultivate contact with the other.

The interest in spirituality and meaningfulness has grown quickly in the past: a sense of 

growing consciousness: working with soul and sobriety (ÒzakelijkheidÓ), passion and 

profession. I think the time of growing awareness is over, and that we're at a watershed 

moment: the importance of durability, ecology, spirituality, interculturality has become 

clear and no longer needs to be advocated. In the next decade we shall see the fruits of 

this trend: the action that it engenders: no guts, no glory. I see this in my own own unrest: 

the question now is: how? We need to bring together the need for action with a sense of 

reflection, looking inward.

For instance in the health care system: no longer accepting soulless quality programs that 

do nothing but count and measure, and defend that toward the Ministry, at the same time 

creating your own quality and risking your reputation on that. After the divine spark, 

comes the wrestling with matter.

How should leaders give meaning to their work and leadership?

It always starts on the inside and that movement is inevitable: from inside to the outside, 

and from without to within. I hold a plea for inner entrepreneurship, which takes the 

characteristics that are associated with entrepreneurs: vision, courage, stamina, and 

brings them inside, so to speak. We invest a lot in the movement towards the outside, and 

not enough in the movement to the inside. 95% of what we do is directed outwards: doing, 

thinking, doubting, worrying about doing. What leaders need first and foremost is to look 

inside, be an inner entrepreneur. My greatest gift in that respect has been therapy. The 

chance to really look inward and work with what you find there. The ironic thing being of 

course that for a lot of people therapy is still considered a weakness.

Paradoxes

I have a love of twilight, which probably has a lot to do with my wish to serve the nuance. In 

twilight, light touches darkness.  In a paradox not one of the poles is right or is the truth. 

The truth lies in the tension in the middle, and is continuously fluid. There you find 

liveliness, there nothing is fixed. Leaders are often formed in an MBA-way of thinking: to 

make a decision, you need to decide that there is ONE truth. I believe the opposite; take 

for instance the paradox of steering and letting go.  If you identify with steering, that is 

your truth. If you identify with letting go, that is your truth. The synthesis is steering whilst 

letting go, or letting go whilst steering. And the important thing is to realise that in every 

situation the accents differ. There needs to be space between your first impulse and your 

action. Otherwise you end up repeating and repeating your own pattern, without learning. 

It is the realisation that every situation differs, that is important: there lies experience, 

intuition, the knowledge when to do what. Nuance is the game, the joy, the seeking and the 

looking. That is a competence for leaders: to really look, see beyond your own 

preoccupation with one pole of the paradox. The space between you and the world.
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What leaders 

need first and 

foremost is to 

look inside, 

be an inner 

entrepreneur



1 find a quiet place

2 direct your attention to your breathing

3 your heart is warm and you have twinkling 

eyes

4 look inward and inquire about what you make 

beautiful. allow that thought to grow with 

acceptance and love

5 ask your spirit what you are steering  and 

what you are letting go of  in your life now

6 ask what is twilight  for you at the moment -  - 

enjoy it

7 breathe.  let it be

8 enjoy the moment of calm being fully who 

you can be, organic, in motion and alive
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meditation



if you want more....

about the way ahead group retreats go to 

www!thewayaheadgroup!com and see the retreats 

page on Our Services

The background picture to all ppages on the twag 

website is a picture of the main hall at ZIN!

about ZIN got to www!zininwerk!nl"www"index!php 

where you can see more pictures and details of the 

programme # the site is in Dutch!
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