Some who are striving for a better world may think of business, if not as an outright enemy, at least as something not spiritual. But business is the primary means of manipulating the material substance of the planet. Modern business choreographs the complex processes of location, extraction and transformation of matter that create the human world. If in the past this has not always been done wisely, this does not preclude wise action in future. What is needed is for all people to revolutionise their attitudes towards matter, to achieve a new, spiritualised materialism. For those in the business world, this may mean a decreased desire to control matter exclusively, and an increased reverence for what it can do for all; for those outside business, an increased respect for the creative energy which business people focus on shaping matter may lead to easier and more fruitful co-operation with them. What all need to recognise is the profound truth that “matter is spirit at its lowest point of manifestation and spirit is matter at its highest.” So business is no less spiritual because it works in and with matter, provided the intention is to raise matter up once more towards its spiritual destiny. And this requires right sharing: of matter, of the power to shape it, and of the power to organise the resulting forms. Then business will automatically contribute to the increase of human welfare.

Thinking about business from a spiritual angle can produce some surprises. For example, there is a growing trend to incorporate spirituality into the workplace, through providing times and places for spiritual practice, through team coaching and workshops, and through re-visioning  companies’ mission and purpose. This is a promising sign, and shows that people are increasingly demanding that their higher values should influence their work. But this trend should not obscure the fact that the very nature of work itself is spiritual – spirituality is not something that should have to be “tacked on” afterwards. 

Perhaps one way of seeing the essential spirituality of business is through reflection on the deep energies of consciousness that prevail in this field. Three in particular stand out. The first is leadership – not a quality that is exclusive to business, but one that is greatly emphasised, because it is thought to be a major driver of success. As a result, some of the most interesting thinking about different styles of leadership can be found in the business media. For example, there is the concept of servant-leadership. Robert Greenleaf, the man who coined the term, described servant-leadership in this way. “The servant-leader is servant first… It begins with the natural feeling that one wants to serve, to serve first. Then conscious choice brings one to aspire to lead.”1 This explicit alignment with service gives a natural avenue for the spirituality of a business to express itself. 

The second quality that is particularly important in business is innovation. This encompasses two basic human drives – the drive to understand the universe more deeply; and the drive to create new and better forms. The first of these is expressed through the research and development arm of a business, where science and business meet and interact to produce technology. Here, matter is investigated in order to find new ways of shaping it for productive use. It is an increasingly important part of business in this era of Information & Communications Technology (ICT) and Biotechnology. The drive to create improved forms is not just about research, but also includes the sense of beauty, which brings in designers. And, in this era where we spend more time interacting with each other through computers and communication tools, psychologists may also be involved in seeking to improve the design of interfaces between human and machine. An example of a business where the two factors of research and design are both important is Apple.

The embodiment of this spirit of innovation is the entrepreneur, who creates new business ventures with the intention of producing a new or radically improved product or service. They may begin small, requiring a willingness to accept significant financial risks. They have the special capacity, often requiring many different skills, to ground a vision in concrete forms. They are, above all, enterprising individuals (enterprise and entrepreneur share the same root, the Old French verb entreprendre, meaning “to undertake”). In fact, some have now extended the concept of entrepreneurship beyond its traditional business meaning, talking of “social entrepreneurs”2. This means those who are displaying their powers of enterprise in solving difficult challenges in the non-profit sector. They are finding innovative solutions for situations where the state or the community is unable or unwilling to help those in need. Because their primary motive is service to others, they could be regarded as the counterpart of the servant-leader spoken of earlier – the servant-entrepreneur. One of the most famous of these is Muhammad Yunus, the founder of the microcredit institution, the Grameen Bank.

Envisioning a better world

Entrepreneurs and leaders are nothing if not people of vision, and visioning/forecasting is a significant factor in business. This is where cautious oversight by politicians and the public is required, as business people, like all other visionaries, can be “carried away” by their own vision, seeing only their version of the future, and thinking that others who do not see the vision must be persuaded, or even forced, to cooperate. In the case of business this can result in unfair and destructive competition, with the intent to dominate the market, leading to the danger of cartels and monopolies. But where business visioning can be aligned with the wider objectives of society, as is the case with a number of oil companies who are now investing considerable sums in renewable energy research, then there is certainly the potential for a better world for all to emerge.

If the power to innovate and create new forms is the special skill of the entrepreneur, the power to organise and manage already existing forms is the preserve of the manager. This third major quality conditioning business is perhaps the one most readily associated with it. In essence, it involves establishing the correct relationships between money, materials and people in order to fulfil the purpose of the business. It requires a disciplined, rhythmic approach to both time and space. So it is not surprising that business consultants and writers3 place considerable emphasis on gaining control of one’s own time and space, so freeing the manager to manage the projects involving other people, raw materials, customer relations etc. for which they are responsible. 

Another part of the manager’s remit to organise is to ensure compliance with all international and national laws, industry regulations, and company policies. And while laws are imposed from outside, often regulations are voluntary agreements among companies in the same industry, which brings in the key factors of free will and sacrifice, for compliance might mean sacrificing competitive advantage. Likewise, company policies will enshrine the core values of the business. Humanity’s growing understanding of interconnectedness is leading to the recognition that a business with sound values is one which can be sustainable and profitable in the long term. The consultant Frank Dixon, of Innovest Strategic Value Advisors, speaks of the need for Total Corporate Responsibility (TCR). He remarks: 

“TCR encourages firms to proactively work with others to achieve system changes that hold them fully responsible. As the most difficult challenge facing management, TCR performance is an excellent indicator of management quality, the primary driver of stock market returns…The TCR model is based on three concepts – Interconnectedness, Actualization and Posterity… Interconnectedness means that business is part of one interconnected system. Recognizing this, firms strive to mitigate all primary and extended negative impacts on society… Actualization means that the primary purpose of business is to help society achieve its highest potential. Over time, this implies that the primary focus of business would shift from maximizing short-term profits to maximizing the well being of society. Ironically, shifting the focus away from profits probably would increase earnings as firms are rewarded for being of greater service to society… Posterity means that the primary obligation of this generation is to preserve and enhance society for future generations. Every other goal should be subordinate to this. In practice, this means priority would be given to the well being of future generations to the greatest extent possible when making business decisions…”4
So we can see that the call of service to the wider whole is sounding out for managers too. 

As we move through a period of transition, many businesses are showing signs of progress in one or other of these fields. The challenge for the future is to create businesses where leadership, innovation and management are all primarily motivated by service, and informed by a deeper understanding of the sacredness of matter. When this process is well underway, then the circulatory flow of goods and services will automatically move in the direction of a more equitable distribution, and business will more truly reflect the spiritual origin it shares with all other branches of human endeavour.
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