
Black Hills Special Services ​
Professional Development 2027 ​

Training Two Readings​
 

MEANING AND PURPOSE 
Introduction: Welcome to the Living Landscape​ 1 
Chapter 3: Lead with Vulnerability​ 5 
Chapter 5: Emotional Intelligence at Work​ 12 
Chapter 8: Resilience, Renewal, and the Long View​ 19 
Chapter 10: Trust the Process—Tend the Landscape​ 25 
 

Introduction: Welcome to the Living 
Landscape 

If you’re reading this, you probably already sense that something in your 

organization—something in the terrain itself—needs tending. You’ve felt it in the undercurrent of 

meetings, in the fatigue that lingers even after a “good” day, in the quiet intuition that our work is 

not only about efficiency or outcomes, but about relationship. Relational Landscaping begins 

here, with that awareness. 

Relational Landscaping is the art and practice of tending the human terrain of an organization. 

It invites us to see workplaces not as static structures of policy and procedure, but as living 
ecosystems—dynamic, interdependent, and always growing or changing in response to the 

environment around them. In a healthy ecosystem, balance is sustained through relationship: 

roots feed soil, soil feeds roots. When one element is neglected, the whole suffers. The same is 

true of organizations. 

Throughout these readings, you’ll find reflective journaling prompts and implementation 
invitations. These are not appendices—they are the practice itself. Reflection deepens 

awareness; implementation translates insight into living culture. They are the in-and-out breath 

of transformation. 
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You’ll also notice the use of poetic “third things.” These poems open and close chapters not 

as decoration, but as mirrors—organic reflections that help us see ourselves and our 

organizations more clearly. Poetry creates space for intuition and metaphor, allowing the heart 

to speak alongside the mind. Just as a gardener observes the light before planting, these 

poems invite stillness before action. 

The rhythms and practices in this book grow out of the same soil as our previous work, 

CircleBridge. There, we introduced a framework for relational learning grounded in dialogue, 

storytelling, and deep listening. Many of those same principles are woven through this book, 

especially the use of the Circle of Trust® model developed by Parker Palmer and the Center for 

Courage & Renewal (Center for Courage & Renewal, n.d.). Circles of Trust offer a container for 

reflection and transformation—a place where people can speak truth, listen deeply, and 

reconnect inner values with outward action. 

At the heart of these circles are the Touchstones—shared agreements that create trustworthy 

space for authentic dialogue. These Touchstones, used with permission from the Center for 

Courage & Renewal, remind us how to be present with one another in ways that make growth 

possible: 

Touchstones for Creating Trustworthy Space 

(adapted from the Center for Courage & Renewal) 

1.​ Give and receive welcome.​
  People learn best in hospitable spaces. In this circle, we support each other’s learning 

by giving and receiving hospitality. 

2.​ Be present as fully as possible.​
  Be here with your doubts, fears, and failings as well as your convictions, joys, and 

successes—with your listening as well as your speaking. 

3.​ What is offered in the circle is by invitation, not demand.​
  This is not a “share-or-die” space. Do what your soul calls for, and know you do it with 

our support. 
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4.​ Speak your truth in ways that respect other people’s truth.​
  Our views of reality may differ, but speaking one’s truth does not mean correcting or 

debating another’s. Speak from your center to the center of the circle. 

5.​ No fixing, saving, advising, or correcting one another.​
  This guideline invites us to trust the “inner teacher” within each person rather than 

rushing to help or instruct. 

6.​ Respond to others with honest, open questions.​
  Instead of offering advice or analysis, use questions that invite reflection and help “hear 

each other into deeper speech.” 

7.​ When the going gets rough, turn to wonder.​
  When judgment or defensiveness arise, pause and ask:​

  “I wonder what brought them to this belief?”​

  “I wonder what my reaction teaches me about myself?” 

8.​ Attend to your own inner teacher.​
  Listen for your own wisdom and insight as it stirs within, noticing what resonates and 

what resists. 

9.​ Trust and learn from the silence.​
  Silence is a gift in our noisy world—a way of knowing in itself. After someone speaks, 

pause before responding. 

10.​Observe deep confidentiality.​
  What is shared in the circle stays within it. This practice of confidentiality builds trust 

and safety. 

11.​Know that it is possible to leave the circle with whatever you needed when you 
arrived—and that the seeds planted here will keep growing in the days ahead. 

Throughout Relational Landscaping, these Touchstones quietly shape the work. They invite us 

to slow down, listen deeply, and trust that the wisdom we need is already within and among us. 

Like any living landscape, an organization changes with the seasons. The work of leadership, 

then, is not to control that change, but to tend it—to notice where growth is happening, where 

something has withered, and where the soil may need renewal. 
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Human beings are living, relational organisms—always learning, always adapting to the other 

life around us. The same is true of our institutions. When we tend them as ecosystems rather 

than machines, we nurture cultures that can heal, grow, and thrive over time. 

So take a breath. Step into this garden of words and practices. The tools are here—the poems, 

the questions, the stories, the invitations. What grows from them will depend on how you listen, 

what you notice, and how you choose to tend the ground beneath your feet. 

Welcome to the work of tending human terrain. 
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Chapter 3: Lead with Vulnerability 

Where Shall We Begin? 

Shall we begin not with you​

  or with me​

  but rather with some third thing we​

  gather 'round​

  forming a Circle of Trust© centered​

  at every point, every point​

  at the edge of another?​

  Shall we resist​

  learning about each other​

  in favor of learning from​

  each other?​

  Perhaps our story-gifts will invite​

  deep listening, understanding,​

  and the sort of trust that binds​

  relational not transactional​

  Maybe a voice on the margin,​

  some perspective across​

  the circle, can connect​

  us freshly, bridging​

  inner call and organizational demand​

  with the rhythm of seasons--​

  the stars, the trees, the dirt, our bodies…​

  Dare we navigate​

  difference un-polarized,​

  un-minimized,​

  accepting, adapting?​

  Where shall we begin? 
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This opening poem invites us to start not with performance or posturing, but with presence. It 

asks us to gather around a shared center, listen more than we speak, and risk being real with 

one another. It is a call to vulnerability, not as a private confession, but as a collective 

practice—a way of building trust and relational culture in times of transition. 

The Courage to Be Real 

Imagine a team gathered around a conference table, notebooks open, laptops glowing. The 

director begins the meeting not with metrics or mandates, but with a story: "This morning, I had 

a tough conversation with my daughter. She asked if I was proud of the work I do, and I 

stumbled to answer. Not because I’m not proud, but because I’ve been tired lately—questioning 

whether I’m still showing up the way I want to." She pauses. The room softens. No one 

expected that vulnerability. But in that moment, a door opens. Others lean in, literally and 

figuratively. The meeting that follows is different—less guarded, more generative. 

That is the courage to be real. 

Vulnerability in leadership is not about oversharing or emotional exhibitionism. It’s about 

authenticity and risk. It’s admitting you don’t have all the answers, owning a mistake, or asking 

for help. It’s speaking truth with humility, and making space for others to do the same. In a 

culture where image often dominates, being real is radical. It disarms defensiveness and builds 

connection. 

Why Vulnerability Builds Trust 

Trust is built when people witness each other’s humanity. A vignette: a young team member 

hesitates before speaking in a brainstorming session. The project manager notices and says 

gently, "You seem like you have a thought—want to share it?" The team member shares a 

half-formed idea. Instead of critique, the group leans in. They build on it. The idea evolves into 

something significant. Later, the team member says quietly, "I almost didn't say anything. But 

your invitation made it safe." 

This is the kind of moment that transforms teams. 
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In times of change, vulnerability isn’t optional. It’s essential. Leaders who are honest about 

uncertainty foster trust. Colleagues who admit challenges model learning. Teams that normalize 

help-seeking create resilience. Vulnerability, far from weakening authority, actually strengthens it 

by modeling integrity. 

Vulnerability also fuels innovation. When people know they won’t be shamed for missteps, 

they’re more likely to propose bold ideas or flag concerns early. They’re less likely to hide 

mistakes and more likely to ask for feedback. Over time, this creates a feedback-rich, adaptive 

culture—one where trust accelerates learning. 

Cultivating a Culture of Openness 

So how do we create conditions where vulnerability can thrive? 

●      Normalize "I don’t know": When leaders admit they don’t have all the answers, it 

invites collaboration. It shifts the room from performance to partnership.​

​

 

●      Respond with grace: When someone admits a failure, thank them. Focus on 

learning, not blame. Say, "What can we take from this?" instead of "Why did this 

happen?"​

​

 

●      Use "third things": Begin meetings with a poem, a quote, or a question. Let it center 

the group in shared reflection. One team used the question, "What’s something you’re 

carrying today?" as a weekly check-in. Over time, the practice deepened trust.​

​

 

●      Honor boundaries: Vulnerability should never be coerced. People must have the 

freedom to share what feels right, and to pass when they need to. The Touchstones® of 

Circles of Trust® remind us: "No fixing, no saving, no advising, no correcting." 

Stories that Signal Safety 

7 



Black Hills Special Services ​
Professional Development 2027 ​

Training Two Readings​
 

Vulnerability isn’t just personal—it’s cultural. It shows up in policies, norms, and leadership 

habits. Consider a nonprofit that instituted "failure forums," where staff could share a risk that 

didn’t pan out. The tone wasn’t punitive; it was curious. What did we learn? What would we do 

differently? Over time, the practice reduced fear and sparked new ideas. 

In another organization, a supervisor routinely asked in 1:1s, "What’s something you wish you 

could say but haven’t felt safe to?" At first, people hesitated. But as she listened without 

defensiveness, answers came. Those conversations surfaced blind spots, improved 

communication, and strengthened trust. 

These practices are not grand gestures. They are repeated signals of safety. They say: you can 

be real here. You don’t have to wear a mask. Your truth matters. 

Vulnerability Across Difference 

One of the most powerful dimensions of vulnerability is its role in bridging difference. In a 

diverse team, unspoken dynamics often shape who feels safe to speak and who does not. 

Vulnerability disrupts that. When a leader names their own cultural limitations—"I’m still learning 

how to be inclusive. If I miss something, I want to know"—they create a door, not a wall. 

In one school, a teacher invited her colleagues to share stories about a time they felt "othered." 

The stories were raw. Some involved race, others gender, language, or class. No one offered 

solutions. They just listened. Afterward, a staff member said, "I’ve worked here ten years and 

never felt seen like I did today." 

This is the power of mutual vulnerability. It creates belonging. It opens the space for people to 

bring their whole selves. 

Protecting Vulnerability 

It must be said: vulnerability is fragile. It must be stewarded. Nothing destroys trust faster than 

inviting openness and then weaponizing what is shared. 
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Picture a retreat circle. People share tender stories. Tears are shed. Then, without closing the 

space, the group moves into performance review updates. A manager critiques someone who 

just shared vulnerably. The room chills. Trust fractures. 

This isn’t hypothetical. It happens. And it teaches us: transitions matter. When moving from 

vulnerable space to business-as-usual, signal the shift. Close the circle. Protect the sacred. 

Never use what was shared in a safe space as leverage in another context. 

This doesn’t mean avoiding hard conversations. It means holding them with care. 

Leading with Vulnerability: A Practice 

Vulnerability is not a one-time act. It is a way of leading. A set of muscles. Here are some ways 

to practice: 

●      Share a past failure with a lesson: "When I first managed a team, I avoided 

conflict. It backfired. I’m learning to address issues directly and kindly." 

●      Admit a current emotion: "I’m feeling anxious about this launch. Not because I 

doubt us, but because I care so much." 

●      Ask for feedback: "What’s something I’m not seeing? What would make it easier to 

work with me?" 

●      Invite reflection: "What’s one thing you’re proud of this week? One thing that 

challenged you?" 

Each act signals: This is a place where we can be whole. Where learning matters more than 

image. Where courage is not the absence of fear, but the choice to show up anyway. 

Journaling Prompts – Lead with Vulnerability 

1. Where Shall We Begin?​
  When you enter a new conversation or meeting, where do you naturally begin — with 

information, with agenda, or with relationship?​

  What might change if you began instead with presence or story? 
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2. The Courage to Be Real​
  Recall a time when someone’s honesty changed the tone of a room. What made that moment 

powerful?​

  How might you offer that same courage in your own leadership? 

3. Boundaries and Safety​
  Where in your current work culture does vulnerability feel welcomed — and where does it feel 

risky?​

  What would need to change for more people to feel safe being real? 

4. The Circle Within​
  Imagine sitting in a Circle of Trust® with your colleagues. What would you bring as your “third 

thing” — a poem, an object, a question?​

  Why that one? What truth does it hold for you right now? 

Implementation Invitations – Living the Practice of Vulnerability 

1.​ Begin with a Story:​
  At your next meeting, replace the usual opening with a brief story about something 

you’re learning. Notice how the room shifts when you move from performance to 

presence. 

2.​ Host a “Failure Forum”:​
  Once a quarter, create a lighthearted, safe space where team members share 

something that didn’t go as planned — and what it taught them. Model curiosity over 

critique. 

3.​ Use a Third Thing:​
  Bring a poem, a quote, or a song lyric that reflects the group’s current challenges. Let it 

be the shared center for reflection before diving into discussion. 

4.​ Protect the Sacred:​
  After any vulnerable sharing, close intentionally — thank people, pause, breathe. Don’t 

rush back into metrics or logistics. Let the echo of truth settle before moving on. 

A Closing Reflection 
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Vulnerability is both the seed and the soil of relational culture.​

  It asks: Can we meet one another not through our roles, but through our realness?​

  Each act of honesty—each “I don’t know,” each story of trying again—adds warmth to the fire 

of trust we build together. 
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Chapter 5: Emotional Intelligence at Work 

Swallowing Breath​
  She said “I’m fine”​

  and swallowed the words​

  she needed to say.​

  Around the table, silence settled –​

  a dozen held breaths,​

  heavy with unspoken truth.​

  In that quiet, a culture grew​

  from all that we didn’t voice. 

  

Emotional Intelligence in Relational Systems 

Imagine a workplace as a living ecosystem. Meetings are streams that flow through it, 

conversations are roots that either nourish or tangle, and emotions are the sunlight and rain that 

keep it alive. In this ecosystem, emotional intelligence isn’t a soft skill—it’s the climate itself. 

When people feel safe and seen, the culture blooms. When emotions are ignored, the soil dries 

and the roots crack. 

Emotional intelligence (EQ) isn’t just about one person managing their feelings; it’s about how 

the collective manages the emotional life of the system. It’s relational. A workplace rich in 

emotional intelligence understands that feelings are not distractions from the work—they are the 

work’s hidden architecture. Every meeting, every policy, every hallway interaction communicates 

something about belonging, trust, and care. 

Organizations that thrive treat emotions as data. As MIT researchers note, emotions are not 

noise but information—signals about where engagement is high, where tension festers, and 

where possibility wants to take root. Feelings point to truth, if we are willing to listen. 
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Imagine a team in conflict over a new initiative. The tension is thick. People exchange polite 

words but avoid eye contact. Beneath their professionalism lies something human—fear, 

frustration, fatigue. Then someone says, “I sense we’re holding back. What are we really feeling 

about this?” That small invitation becomes the moment the air clears. When emotion enters the 

room, authenticity follows. 

Emotional intelligence transforms culture from a set of rules into an ongoing conversation. 

The Cost of Emotional Illiteracy 

In organizations that lack emotional literacy, there’s often a quiet hum of tension. Conversations 

skirt what really matters. Problems get buried under productivity. Leaders mistake efficiency for 

connection. But unspoken emotion has a cost. Every conflict avoided, every truth swallowed, 

drains energy from the system. 

Research shows that unaddressed conflict costs hours of lost productivity and immeasurable 

amounts of trust. When people don’t feel heard, they stop offering ideas. When anxiety goes 

unnamed, burnout becomes the norm. Emotional illiteracy creates what one manager called 

“the culture of the nod”—everyone smiling in agreement while silently disengaging. 

Consider a vignette: a department head with strong technical skills but low EQ leads a team 

through a major transition. She prides herself on precision and speed but bristles at dissent. 

When feedback arises, she cuts it off. “Let’s stay focused,” she says. Over time, her team grows 

quiet. Meetings become short, efficient—and lifeless. Innovation declines. People leave. What 

she doesn’t realize is that in her drive for control, she’s trained her team to suppress honesty. 

The organization’s relational terrain has turned barren. 

Contrast that with another leader, Malik, who senses unease after a restructuring. Instead of 

rushing to reassure, he gathers his team and asks, “What emotions are most present for you 

right now?” The room hesitates, then opens. Someone admits to fear. Another expresses relief. 

Someone else, guilt for still having a job. By naming emotions, they release them. The culture 

breathes again. 

Feelings as Cultural Data 
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If emotions are data, they need decoding. What might the emotional signals in your organization 

be saying? 

●      Stress often signals misalignment or overload. It may be the system’s way of saying, 

“This pace isn’t sustainable.” 

●      Silence may indicate fear or exhaustion. In an emotionally safe culture, silence feels 

reflective. In an unsafe one, it feels suffocating. 

●      Tension often reveals care. We only feel tense about what matters. Naming it with 

curiosity—“What’s underneath this?”—can turn friction into learning. 

●      Joy is also data. Laughter, enthusiasm, ease—these are signs of psychological 

safety and belonging. A culture where humor disappears is one that’s losing oxygen. 

A wise team learns to read these emotional patterns not as problems but as vital feedback 

loops. Emotional data, like any other kind, must be analyzed, shared, and acted upon. 

The Practices: Awareness, Regulation, and Empathy 

Self-Awareness​
  Self-awareness begins with noticing. A teacher before class senses irritation rising but pauses 

to ask, “Is this about the students or about me?” That moment of inquiry creates choice. Without 

self-awareness, reactions run the show. With it, we gain freedom to act intentionally. 

Self-Regulation​
  Emotional regulation doesn’t mean stifling feelings—it means directing their flow. It’s the leader 

who feels anger in a meeting but chooses to pause and breathe before responding. It’s the team 

member who takes a walk before sending that fiery email. Regulating emotion is not denial; it’s 

stewardship. 

Empathy​
  Empathy is the bridge. It’s what allows one person’s truth to reach another’s heart. Empathy 

listens not to fix, but to understand. In an emotionally intelligent culture, empathy is built into 

process: leaders check in with “How are you, really?”; teams start meetings with one-word 
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feelings rounds; colleagues notice when someone’s voice disappears and gently bring them 

back in. 

Over time, these small practices weave into culture. Meetings change. Feedback deepens. 

People begin to show up not just as roles, but as whole humans. 

Vignettes: Scenes from Emotionally Intelligent Workplaces 

●      In a health center overwhelmed by patient load, a nurse manager begins weekly 

reflection circles. Staff share what emotions have surfaced this week—anger, pride, 

grief. The conversations grow raw but real. Burnout decreases. Mutual care increases. 

●      At a district office, a superintendent decides to include an “emotional temperature 

check” at the start of leadership meetings. Each person shares a word. One week, the 

most common word is “exhausted.” Instead of pushing forward, they cancel two 

nonessential initiatives. Trust spikes. 

●      In a creative agency, two designers at odds over credit for a project sit with a 

facilitator who asks, “What value of yours feels violated right now?” One says, 

“Recognition.” The other says, “Fairness.” They realize they want the same thing: 

respect. The tension transforms into a plan for shared leadership. 

These are not grand gestures—they are everyday acts of emotional intelligence. Together, they 

shape a climate of humanity. 

Team Practice: Emotional Ecosystem Mapping 

Treat your team’s emotional life as an ecosystem. Every feeling—hope, fatigue, excitement, 

resentment—is part of the habitat. When imbalance occurs, name it and tend it. 

Step 1: Setting the Circle​
  Gather your team in a circle—physical or virtual. Set agreements: confidentiality, no 

interrupting, no fixing. Create space for honesty. 
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Step 2: Naming the Emotions Present​
  Invite each person to name one or two emotions they’ve felt most in the team recently. No 

explanations at first—just words. The facilitator writes them on a board. 

Step 3: Mapping and Storytelling​
  Cluster similar emotions and ask: What stories sit beneath these? What are these emotions 

trying to tell us about how we work together? 

Step 4: Rebalancing the Ecosystem​
  Ask: Which emotions do we want to cultivate? What needs to change to support that? Perhaps 

the team wants to grow “trust” and “hope” and to reduce “confusion.” They brainstorm practices 

to feed those emotional roots—clearer communication, gratitude rituals, check-ins. 

Step 5: Following Up​
  Revisit the map regularly. The goal isn’t perfect balance; it’s awareness. Emotional climates 

shift. Tending them keeps the system alive. 

Emotional Intelligence During Times of Change 

Change tests the emotional intelligence of an organization more than any policy ever could. In a 

high-EQ culture, people can name their feelings without fear of reprisal. Leaders model 

transparency. “This is hard. I don’t have all the answers. But we’ll navigate it together.” 

In a low-EQ culture, silence spreads. People whisper instead of speak. The lack of information 

breeds fear. When leaders fail to address the emotional side of change, they lose credibility, no 

matter how polished the plan. 

In emotionally intelligent organizations, leaders anchor transitions in empathy. They make space 

for grief when projects end, for excitement when new ones begin. They use emotion as data to 

guide decisions. When fear spikes, they ask, “What do we need to clarify?” When fatigue rises, 

they ask, “What can we pause?” 

The difference is palpable. In one company navigating layoffs, leadership hosted open forums 

where staff could express concerns and ask questions directly. They acknowledged sadness, 
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expressed gratitude, and offered support to those leaving. A year later, even those who stayed 

behind said, “It was painful—but we still trusted them.” That’s what emotional intelligence looks 

like in motion. 

Reflective Journaling Prompts 

●      What emotions visit me most often at work, and what might they be trying to tell me? 

●      When was the last time I swallowed what I really felt? What stopped me from 

speaking? 

●      Who models emotional intelligence in my workplace? What do they do differently? 

●      What unspoken norms shape how we express or suppress emotion in our team? 

●      Where might curiosity open a door that judgment has closed? 

Implementation Invitation: Tend the Emotional Climate 

Emotional intelligence doesn’t need to be dramatic to be transformative. In fact, it often begins 

with a single, conscious choice: to notice. To pause. To ask the deeper question. This week, 

choose one simple way to tend your team’s emotional ecosystem. You are not 

fixing—you're listening, you're learning. 

Here are three gentle starting places. Choose one: 

1. Open the Window: Begin with Feelings 

At your next team meeting, start with a “weather check.” Invite each person to share a word or 

short phrase that describes their emotional weather today.​

  Examples: “overcast but clearing,” “sunny and stretched,” “foggy and still waking up.” 

Why it matters: Naming without needing to explain helps normalize emotion as part of the 

workplace. It makes space for being human. 

2. Practice Curious Listening 

In your next one-on-one or hallway chat, ask a different kind of question: 
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●      “What emotion has been most present for you this week?” 

●      “What’s something you’ve been carrying lately at work?”​

  Then—just listen. Don’t solve. Don’t rush to relate. Just receive. 

Why it matters: Empathy begins with spaciousness. When people feel heard without judgment, 

trust takes root. 

3. Map the Mood 

Take quiet inventory of your team’s emotional climate this month: 

●      Where are there signs of burnout, silence, or tension? 

●      Where do you see joy, ease, or openness? 

●      What stories or decisions might be shaping these patterns? 

Then, bring a small reflection to your team: “Here’s what I’ve been sensing—does this 

resonate? What are you noticing?” Invite co-discovery. 

Why it matters: Emotional climates shift. When we track them like weather, we can prepare 

wisely—and respond with care. 

Closing Encouragement 

You don’t need a title to practice emotional intelligence. You only need presence. Choose one 

act of emotional tending this week—small, real, and rooted in care. Then watch how the 

conversation changes. 

Because when you shift the climate, everything begins to grow. 
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Chapter 8: Resilience, Renewal, and the 
Long View 

Before the Day Begins 

I watch the neighbor step​

  from his truck, coffee in hand,​

  before the work starts—​

  before the hammer’s first strike,​

  before the saw’s long breath.​

  He stands a moment​

  looking at the frame of the house,​

  as if to remember​

  why he’s here.​

  The sun hasn’t yet​

  burned through the mist.​

  A sparrow drops​

  to the wet grass,​

  finds what it needs.​

  There’s a quiet in that.​

  We are beings​

  before doings,​

  the still water​

  before the stone.​

  Identity precedes the noise​

  of performance.​

  Each morning asks​

  not what we’ll build,​

  but who we are​

  when we lift the first nail. 
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In this chapter, we invite a long-view approach to change: one rooted not in urgency, but in 

resilience, relationship, and renewal. Organizational transformation, like all human development, 

is slow and cyclical. It unfolds in spirals, not straight lines. Our capacity to adapt and grow is not 

an individual trait, but a collective rhythm we learn together—over time, through setbacks and 

small joys, by tending the relational ground beneath our feet. 

Resilience as Collective Rhythm 

Picture a trail crew navigating a rugged landscape together. When one member lags with 

exhaustion, another steps in to carry their pack. No one counts the effort alone. In this vignette, 

resilience is not heroism; it is shared motion. One foot after the other, together. This is how the 

strongest teams endure. 

Research supports this: studies of adventure racing and crisis response teams show that 

resilience is born from interdependence (Barton & Sutcliffe, 2023). The most adaptive groups 

are those that move in sync—not perfectly, but attentively. When a leader falters, others adjust. 

When energy dips, the group regroups. They survive not by avoiding stress, but by redistributing 

it through relationship. 

In workplaces, we often mistake resilience for endurance. But it is not about pushing through at 

all costs. It’s about building conditions where people can rest, restore, and return. One social 

worker shared that her team adopted a “pulse check” each Monday: a color-coded board where 

colleagues could show how they were doing without needing words. Green for steady. Yellow for 

shaky. Red for overwhelmed. No fixing—just witnessing. That visibility allowed small acts of care 

to emerge: an offer to take a shift, a delivered lunch, a kind note. The board became a quiet 

ritual of reciprocity. Resilience became relational. 

Restoring the Long View 

Transformation takes time. There’s no shortcut around the discomfort of change. The most 

powerful shifts often happen slowly, invisibly, beneath the surface. 

20 



Black Hills Special Services ​
Professional Development 2027 ​

Training Two Readings​
 

Consider the story of a mid-size nonprofit that began a racial equity initiative. They imagined it 

would take six months to revise policies. But once they began listening deeply—holding 

storytelling circles, inviting feedback from all levels—the work took on a life of its own. Nine 

months in, they hadn’t finalized policies, but trust had grown. Staff members said they felt seen 

for the first time. The real transformation was not procedural—it was cultural. And it came not 

from speed, but from slowing down. 

This is the paradox of deep change: it moves at the speed of trust. And trust, like roots, grows 

underground before it ever bears fruit. 

The Garden and the Orchard 

We return here to the metaphor of relational soil. Just as gardens require compost, light, and 

water, our teams require trust, shared meaning, and time. Change doesn’t flourish in depleted 

ground. One leader described a period of failed initiatives as “trying to plant seeds in hardpan 

clay.” Nothing stuck. Only when they paused to repair relationships—hosting listening sessions, 

celebrating small wins, slowing decision timelines—did things begin to grow. 

Think of the long tending that precedes a harvest. You cannot rush an orchard. A wise gardener 

knows to plant, prune, and wait. Organizations, too, must pace themselves. They must make 

space for reflection, conflict transformation, and slow learning. 

Four Threads of Sustenance 

In our experience, four threads sustain collective resilience: story, relationship, rest, and ritual. 

●      Story binds us to purpose and to each other. Sharing origin stories (“why I do this 

work”), testimonies of hardship, or moments of insight keeps the emotional heart of the 

work alive. In staff meetings, one team began rotating “story slots,” where someone 

shared a 5-minute moment from their week—an encounter, a challenge, a joy. The 

practice shifted the room from tasks to meaning. 

●      Relationship is the web we fall back on when the winds blow. Teams that build 

regular check-ins and opportunities for vulnerability create space for truth-telling. As one 

educator put it, “When I know I’ll be asked how I’m really doing, I’m less likely to hide.” 
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●      Rest is not the opposite of productivity; it is its prerequisite. Building structured rest 

into routines—wellness days, debrief rituals, real time off—ensures that people can 

return whole. Leaders must model this by unplugging themselves, not just encouraging 

others to do so. 

●      Ritual makes invisible values visible. Lighting a candle before a tough meeting, 

taking a silent breath before decision-making, sharing gratitudes weekly—these small 

acts remind us who we are and what we value. One team kept a glass jar labeled “hard 

things we did,” and each week dropped in a note. Over time, it filled up with proof of their 

collective resilience. 

Reflective Journal Prompts 

1.​ What sustains me when the work feels heavy or slow?​
  Reflect on a time when you stayed the course through a difficult stretch. What carried 

you? Who showed up for you? What inner resources or outer rituals helped you stay 

grounded? 

2.​ Where am I trying to move too quickly?​
  Identify a part of your work or leadership that feels rushed. What might happen if you 

slowed the pace to match the depth of what you’re trying to grow? 

3.​ What does resilience mean in a collective context?​
  Consider a time your team showed resilience together. What practices, relationships, or 

unspoken agreements allowed that to happen? 

4.​ How do I restore myself—and how do we restore together?​
  Explore your own rhythms of rest and renewal. How could these become more visible, 

valued, or shared within your team or organization? 

Invitation to Implementation: Weave the Four Threads 

Resilience is not built all at once—it’s braided over time. This month, choose one of the four 

sustaining threads—story, relationship, rest, or ritual—and integrate a simple, repeatable 

practice into your team’s rhythm. 

1. Story: Rotate a Weekly “Moment That Mattered” 
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Invite one team member per week to share a 3–5 minute story: a challenge, insight, or moment 

of meaning from their week. No fixing, no commentary—just presence. 

Why it matters: Stories stitch the individual back into the collective. They reconnect us to 

purpose. 

2. Relationship: Introduce Pulse Check-Ins 

Use a simple check-in tool (like red-yellow-green) at the start of team meetings. Let people 

name how they’re arriving. Resist solving—just witness. 

Why it matters: Visibility allows care to emerge. Knowing someone is yellow might prompt a 

pause, a question, or a kind gesture. 

3. Rest: Normalize Rhythmic Pauses 

Designate one day a month as a wellness day, quiet morning, or meeting-free afternoon. Start 

small and scale based on team feedback. 

Why it matters: Restorative time signals trust. It tells people they are valued as humans, not just 

producers. 

4. Ritual: Light a Candle of Acknowledgment​
  Choose a small symbol—like a candle, bell, or object—that opens and closes important 

gatherings. Invite someone to briefly name one unseen act of care, courage, or collaboration 

from the past week. Rotate this role weekly. 

Why it matters: Ritual honors the quiet work that sustains culture. When we mark effort with 

presence, not applause, we foster meaning and shared stewardship. 

Closing Thought 

In the quiet before the hammer’s first strike—in the space before the work begins—lies the 

question: Who are we when we build? 
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Resilience, in its truest form, is not endurance alone. It is rest, story, ritual, and 

relationship—woven into a way of being that can sustain the long view. 

So pause. Breathe. Begin again—not harder, but wiser. 

Closing Blessing 

May your work be steady,​

  not hurried.​

  May your roots go deep,​

  and your canopy wide.​

  May you know when to pause,​

  and when to press on.​

  May you remember that strength​

  is born in connection.​

  And may your story​

  be one of slow, courageous bloom. 
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Chapter 10: Trust the Process—Tend the 
Landscape 

Learning to Listen 

For years I tried to set things right—​

  in the house, at work,​

  in the people I cared for—​

  as if life were a watch​

  that only needed winding.​

  But lately I’ve begun to see​

  how everything finds its own shape​

  when given room.​

  The garden grows sideways​

  and still feeds us.​

  A friendship I thought was lost​

  sends a note, just a few words,​

  enough to say I’m still here.​

  Even the small crack in the kitchen tile​

  has stopped bothering me.​

  It belongs now,​

  a line the light traces each morning​

  on its way across the floor.​

  Maybe wholeness​

  isn’t something we make,​

  but something we allow—​

  the way breath finds its rhythm​

  when we finally stop​

  telling it how. 
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The Wisdom of the Gardener 

In a world obsessed with speed, metrics, and control, it’s radical to think like a gardener. Not an 

engineer, not a builder, but a patient, listening cultivator. Gardeners don’t command growth. 

They create conditions. They pay attention. They know the difference between forcing a 

blossom and letting one unfold. 

That’s the heart of this chapter. In our organizations, we’re often tempted to rush. To design 

change like a machine, mapping outcomes and milestones with precision. But transformation 

doesn’t work that way. Not lasting transformation. Real change—cultural change, relational 

change—emerges. It takes time. It grows like roots before shoots: quietly, beneath the surface. 

The shift is this: from building outcomes to cultivating ecosystems. From controlling to tending. 

From fixing to listening. 

Change doesn’t move at the pace of a spreadsheet. It moves at the speed of trust. 

Relational Soil and the Seeds We Sow 

Imagine your team as a patch of soil. What’s growing there? Is the ground fertile with trust? Or 

compacted with fear and overwork? Has it been over-tilled with too many initiatives, or left dry 

from neglect? 

Every relationship, every conversation adds nutrients—or depletes them. Just like soil, relational 

culture can be amended. With patience, attention, and care, we restore richness. We compost 

past mistakes. We add layers of listening. We mulch with kindness. 

This isn’t a metaphor for the sake of beauty. It’s a way of working. Gardeners don’t yank 

seedlings to see if they’re growing. They trust the process. They water daily, check the light, and 

protect the roots. And they know: some seeds bloom fast, others take seasons. 

In the same way, leaders who garden trust that slow, steady relational tending leads to deeper, 

more resilient change. They ask different questions: not “Did we meet our goal yet?” but “What’s 

trying to grow here? And how can I help?” 
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Cultivating change means attending to the micro-rituals of daily work: the hallway hellos, the 

way we start meetings, the tone we use in emails. These actions are like drops of water, forming 

rivers over time. A seemingly small gesture—a follow-up call, a thank-you note, a moment of 

pause—may carry more power than any directive. These are the moments that moisten the soil 

and make it ready for something new. 

Circles, Patterns, and the Architecture of Trust 

One of the most powerful tools we have is the circle. Not just as a seating arrangement, but as a 

way of being together. When people gather in a circle of trust, they begin to see one 

another—not just as roles or job titles, but as whole humans. They begin to share stories, fears, 

longings. And those stories are like rain in dry soil. 

CircleBridge uses this image of a “circle bridge”—a way of crossing from isolation to connection, 

from past to future. Each story shared lays a plank. Each round of listening strengthens the 

structure. 

When we lead with this kind of architecture—where trust is the foundation and curiosity the 

mortar—we don’t need to push people across. They walk, step by step, on something they 

helped build. 

Patterns emerge when we pay attention. Every year, we may notice the same rhythm: a surge 

of excitement in spring, a fatigue in fall. A leader who gardens the culture watches for these 

cycles. Instead of forcing new initiatives in dry seasons, they plan restoration. Instead of 

pushing through, they pause and listen. 

Even the architecture of our physical and virtual spaces matters. Where do people gather? Who 

has access to informal networks? How does the room invite (or discourage) collaboration? 

These too are part of the landscape we tend. 

Trusting Nonlinearity and Emergence 
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Transformation isn’t a checklist. It’s a dance. Sometimes a tiny effort—like inviting 

feedback—suddenly sparks a cascade of innovation. Sometimes a major rollout flops because 

the soil wasn’t ready. 

This is not failure. It’s part of emergence. 

Think of mushrooms after rain. One day, the forest floor is bare. The next, it’s covered with life. 

The spores were always there. The conditions just hadn’t been right. 

Emergence works the same way in teams. We set the conditions, and then we watch for the 

unexpected. A new idea surfaces from a junior staffer. A community we hadn’t considered 

becomes central. A forgotten insight reappears with new relevance. 

Pattern-seeing leaders welcome these moments. They don’t squash surprise. They adapt. They 

harvest the unexpected. And they trust that not all growth is visible right away. Just because the 

plant isn’t blooming doesn’t mean the roots aren’t thriving. 

Even in conflict, something vital is trying to grow. Disagreement can be compost: it breaks down 

stale habits and fertilizes new understanding. The key is not to avoid difficulty, but to stay 

present long enough for the deeper pattern to emerge. 

Circle Practice: Harvest and Replant 

Try this with your team: 

1.​ Harvest – In a circle, invite each person to name one lesson or insight from the last 

season of work. What did you learn? What grew? What didn’t? 

2.​ Replant – Then ask: What do you want to grow now? What seed will you plant in 

yourself, or in this team? One word is enough: “slowness,” “curiosity,” “collaboration.” 

3.​ Water – Finally, ask: What will you do to tend this seed? A weekly check-in? A listening 

practice? A new ritual? 

This kind of circle helps teams mark time together. It acknowledges the past and chooses the 

future—with care. 

28 



Black Hills Special Services ​
Professional Development 2027 ​

Training Two Readings​
 

The Gardener’s Touch 

Leaders who cultivate ecosystems instead of forcing outcomes develop certain habits: 

●      They slow down. 

●      They listen before acting. 

●      They trust silence. 

●      They celebrate invisible progress. 

●      They honor timing. 

●      They tend relationships as much as they tend strategies. 

A gardener doesn’t panic when the tree is bare in winter. They trust that spring will come. That 

life moves in cycles. That roots deepen out of sight. 

This kind of leadership is not soft—it’s wise. It understands that pushing people too hard, too 

fast, kills the very change we seek. That true transformation needs rest, nourishment, patience. 

It’s about holding a vision while allowing the form to emerge. About walking with, not dragging. 

About creating space for the team’s own wisdom to rise. 

Reflective Journal Prompts 

1.​ Where in my work am I trying to force growth instead of cultivating conditions for 
it?​
  What might shift if I focused on tending rather than controlling? 

2.​ What “seeds” have I planted recently—in myself, my team, or the culture?​
  Are there signs of early growth? What needs more time? 

3.​ What cycles or patterns have I noticed in our team’s energy or rhythm?​
  How might we work with those patterns instead of pushing against them? 

4.​ Where might I need to trust the soil instead of pulling at the roots?​
  What’s asking for patience instead of urgency? 

Invitation to Implementation: Garden the Culture, Don’t Engineer the 
Change 
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This month, shift from strategy mode to soil-tending mode. Use the metaphor of the 

gardener to shape how you lead, collaborate, and design your team’s environment. Instead of 

forcing outcomes, create the conditions for trust, emergence, and organic growth. 

1. Do a “Relational Soil Test” 

Check the health of your team’s environment using these questions: 

●      Are people speaking honestly? 

●      Do we celebrate invisible progress? 

●      Are conflicts composted into learning? 

●      Do our rituals match our values? 

Try this: Invite your team into a short circle. Ask: “What’s growing here that we’re proud of? 

What feels depleted or dry? What do we need to restore?” 

2. Design for Cycles, Not Straight Lines 

Identify the natural rhythms of your work (seasons, semesters, fiscal quarters, or emotional 

cycles). Notice when your team is most energized—and when rest is needed. 

Try this: Schedule space for retreat, restoration, or reflection before launching the next initiative. 

Build rhythm into the calendar, not just reaction. 

3. Tend One Invisible Thing 

Choose one small, behind-the-scenes aspect of culture to nurture—like gratitude, deep 

listening, or quiet recognition. 

Try this: Begin or end your week by sending one genuine note of appreciation or curiosity. 

Something that feeds the roots, not just the branches. 

Final Thought 

Gardens grow in rhythms. So do people. So do cultures. 
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Your role isn’t to push the plant to bloom.​

  It’s to tend the soil, watch the weather, and trust that what is rooted will rise in time. 

So pause. Breathe. Water gently.​

  Let the culture grow in its own good way. 
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