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Another Gary Charles Sandbox Production 

 

Throwing Sand into the Air 
A Playful Dance of Innovation 

Life, at its core, is a grand sandbox — a blend of 
time, experience, opportunities, threats, and the 
endless spark of innovation. Over the years, I have 
learned to take the raw ingredients life hands me, 
gather them in my hands, and, like a child at play, 
toss them high into the air — watching as they swirl, 
collide, and shape themselves into 
something unexpected, something new, something 
alive. 

There is a special kind of joy in creation — an 
innocent, unhindered thrill in taking the raw grains 
of knowledge, curiosity, and vision, flinging them 
skyward, and seeing what settles into form. This 
project, this book, this work — whatever it may be 



	

	
THE	ORGANIZATIONAL	LEADERSHIP	COACHING®	INSTITUTE©	
2025.	ORGANIZATIONAL	LEADERSHIP	COACHING,	LLC®,	San	

Antonio,	TX	USA.	All	Rights	Reserved	

														Showing	Up	As	A	Human	
																																						“Engaging	the	Coaching	Space	in	Humility”		

in your hands — is just that: another handful of sand 
thrown with abandon, an offering to the winds of 
creativity, a contribution to the great playground of 
ideas that shape our world. 

Like any child delighting in the simple magic of the 
sandbox, I embrace the unpredictable dance of 
innovation. The joy is not just in the final form, but 
in the casting, the lifting, the fearless letting go — 
allowing something greater than myself to guide the 
grains into their rightful place. It is my hope that as 
you hold this work in your hands, you will not just 
observe it but join in the play —take your own 
handful of sand, toss it into the air, and create 
something beautiful alongside me. 

For in the end, we are all builders in the sandbox of 
life, shaping, sculpting, and breathing life into ideas 
that might comfort, challenge, inspire, and uplift — 
all in service of one another and the sovereign 
Creator who first placed this sand in our hands. 

So go ahead, dive in, grab a handful, and let it 
fly. The sandbox is ours to shape, and the future 
awaits our touch… Gary Charles 
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Introduction Story: 
Humility—A Message from the Skin Horse 

Once upon a time, in a quiet nursery where toys lived 
until they were loved enough to become Real, there 
sat a soft, spotted brown-and-white rabbit made of 
velveteen. The Velveteen Rabbit was new—his 
seams still tight, his fur still glossy, his limbs still 
perfectly shaped by the box he’d come in. But as all 
new things do, he wondered about something much 
older and deeper than himself. 

One day, he turned to the wisest toy in the nursery—
a graying old Skin Horse who had been there longer 
than any of the others. The Skin Horse was not 
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beautiful. His tail had been pulled out long ago. His 
seams were worn, his eyes a bit loose, and his hide 
had been rubbed bald in places. But he had the gentle 
eyes of someone who had seen much and survived it 
all with grace. 

The Rabbit asked, “What is Real?” 

The Skin Horse, in the way of those who don’t rush 
their words, replied, “Real isn’t how you’re made. 
It’s a thing that happens to you. When a child loves 
you for a long, long time—not just to play with, 
but really loves you—then you become Real.” 

The Rabbit was quiet, pondering this. 

“Does it hurt?” he asked. 

“Sometimes,” said the Skin Horse. He didn’t 
sugarcoat it. 

“When you are Real, you don’t mind being hurt.” 

“Does it happen all at once, like being wound up,” 
the Rabbit asked, “or bit by bit?” 

“It doesn’t happen all at once,” the Skin Horse said. 
“You become. It takes a long time. That’s why it 
doesn’t often happen to people who break easily, or 
have sharp edges, or who have to be carefully kept.” 

He paused, thoughtfully. 

“Generally, by the time you are Real, most of your 
hair has been loved off, and your eyes drop out, and 
you get loose in the joints and very shabby. But 
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these things don’t matter at all, because once you 
are Real, you can’t be ugly—except to people who 
don’t understand.” 

Becoming Real in the Coaching Space 

This gentle, profound conversation between the 
Velveteen Rabbit and the Skin Horse is more than a 
fable. It is a parable of presence. A story of humility. 
A blueprint for what it means to truly show up. 

In the world of coaching—where professionalism, 
excellence, and performance often dominate—
there’s a temptation to “look the part.” To show up 
polished, seamless, and sharp-edged. But as the Skin 
Horse reminds us, becoming Real isn’t about looking 
impressive. It’s about being known, used, trusted, 
and yes—sometimes worn down by the honest 
experience of showing up in life with and for others. 

Pain, vulnerability, weariness, setbacks, and even 
failure have a strange alchemy about them. They do 
not disqualify us. They shape us. They do not tarnish 
our capacity to coach—they deepen it. 

What the Skin Horse said of toys, we can say of 
coaches: by the time you are Real, you may be a little 
worn. But you are also deeply felt. You have become 
someone who no longer performs coaching—
you embody it. 

This story invites us to begin this book with a simple 
but sacred question: What does it mean to show up 
as Real? 
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This Book Is a Journey of Becoming 

Showing Up as a Human (Engaging the Coaching 
Space in Humility) is not a technical manual. It is an 
invitation to coaches and coach supervisors to 
explore five postures of humility that allow us to 
become Real—not only in front of our clients, but in 
front of ourselves. 

We will explore: 

1. Humility in Mindset – how we approach 
the client with open curiosity, not fixed 
knowledge. 

2. Humility in Transparency – how we 
model authenticity without overexposure. 

3. Humility in Empathy and Compassion – 
how we stay emotionally available without 
over-identifying. 

4. Humility in Graciousness – how we create 
space without judgment or urgency. 

5. Humility in Confidence and 
Accomplishment – how we offer our 
strengths without centering our ego. 

Each chapter is rooted in coaching methodology, 
aligned with the International Coaching Federation 
(ICF) Core Competencies, and informed by the 
reflective lens of coaching supervision. But even 
more than that, each chapter is an invitation to take 
off the outer layers of performance and enter into the 
coaching encounter clothed in your truest gift—
yourself. 
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You Can't Rush Real 

Like the Skin Horse said, becoming Real takes time. 
It often comes through being loved, sometimes 
through being broken, and always through 
being present. 

So, to every coach reading this—whether you are 
new and wondering if you’re doing it right, or 
seasoned and wondering if you’ve lost the spark—
this book is for you. 

It is a call to humility, not as a reduction of self, but 
as an expansion of presence. 

It is a reminder that you are not just here to coach 
well—you are here to show up, to be with, to 
become. 

And most of all, it is an invitation to be Real. 

A Quiet Moment That Sparked This 
Work 

From a coach’s observation, a deeper question 
emerged 

The thoughts that unfold in these pages began with a 
quiet comment—a passing reflection from a coach in 
a supervision session with me. It wasn’t a critique. It 
wasn’t even said with weight or intensity. But it 
stayed with me. 

Without revealing anything that would compromise 
the confidentiality of that trusted space, I can share 
the spirit of what was said. The coach had recently 
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interacted with two Master Certified Coaches—each 
well-known, highly respected, and deeply 
accomplished. And in a moment of reflection, he 
shared something simple but profound. After 
speaking with the first MCC, he said, “The 
conversation felt like it was about them.” Then, 
recalling his experience with the second MCC, he 
said, “That conversation felt like it was about me.” 

That small contrast pierced me—not as a judgment, 
but as an invitation. It raised a question I’ve sat with 
ever since: When I show up in my role—as coach, 
supervisor, mentor, or teacher—do people walk 
away feeling like the encounter was about them and 
their growth? Or do they walk away remembering my 
skill, my voice, my light? 

This book is my response to that question. 

Let me be clear—I don’t share this to compare or to 
elevate myself above anyone else. I’m not interested 
in polishing a halo or diminishing a colleague. 
Rather, I share it because it touched something 
honest in me. It reminded me that people don’t just 
experience our competencies—they experience us. 
And who we are when we show up matters. 

There’s a value in the new ICF Code of Ethics that 
speaks of honoring “the humanity of the coach.” It 
names attributes like presence, empathy, respect, and 
humility—not just as niceties, but as core aspects of 
ethical, transformative coaching. I believe the 
essence of coaching mastery is not found in 
technique alone, but in the quality of our presence. 
The kind of presence that leaves the client 
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feeling more seen, more centered, more human—not 
simply impressed. 

This project was born from that subtle, important 
distinction. In part, it affirmed something in me that 
I had been growing into for years—a desire to show 
up more as a servant than a standout. At the same 
time, it awakened a sobering awareness that in our 
field, it’s easy to let our mastery become our 
message. We can start to lead with our titles, our 
magazine covers, our platforms, and our polished 
personas. And while I believe there’s nothing wrong 
with recognition or celebration—after all, many of us 
have worked long and hard to reach these places—I 
also believe there is a balance we must protect. 

I think of this as a gentle whisper to my brothers and 
sisters in coaching—especially those of us who have 
reached the Highest levels, or who aspire to. We 
must never forget that the coaching encounter is not 
about showcasing our wisdom. It’s about stewarding 
someone else’s becoming. 

Thomas Leonard and other early voices in coaching 
urged us to practice self-care (become incredibly 
selfish) and develop the coach as a person. They were 
right to do so. But what we must guard against is the 
subtle slide into self-celebration—a posture where 
the client becomes the audience to our brilliance, 
instead of the central focus of the coaching moment. 

This book is my attempt to respond to that whisper. 
To explore five postures—five expressions of 
humility—that I believe help us stay grounded, 
balanced, and aligned with the deeper call of 
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coaching. These postures are not prescriptions. They 
are invitations. They are, I hope, reminders. 

In the end, my hope is not only to teach the skill of 
coaching—but to help us all remember the way of 
being that gives our coaching its true power. That 
way is humility. And it shows up, not just in how we 
coach—but in how we show up. 

May these words speak gently and clearly. And may 
they remind us that being a masterful coach is not 
just about being known. It’s about being Real. 
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Introduction: The Gift of Being Human 
in the Coaching Space 

There is a quiet power in simply being with another 
person. 

Long before a coach asks a powerful question, 
reflects a value, or aligns with a PCC marker, they 
arrive into a coaching encounter as a human being—
complete with thoughts, flaws, hopes, and histories. 
Yet in a world of growing professionalization and 
skill refinement, we sometimes forget: our greatest 
tool in coaching is not our training, but our presence. 

This book is written as a reminder to coaches—and 
to the mentors and supervisors who walk beside 
them—that your humanity is not something to 
manage or suppress. It is something to offer. When 
we enter the coaching space clothed in humility, we 
model the very transformation we seek to facilitate. 

Showing up as a human is a posture. It is not about 
appearing flawless or polished, but rather about 
being grounded, aware, transparent, and present. It’s 
about being real—authentically and humbly so. 

In the chapters that follow, we explore five postures 
of humility through which coaches can cultivate 
transformational presence: 

1. Humility in mindset 
2. Humility in transparency 
3. Humility in empathy and compassion 
4. Humility in graciousness 
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5. Humility in confidence and 
accomplishment 

Each posture will be examined through the lens of 
coaching methodology, the ICF Core Competencies, 
PCC markers, and supervision theory. We will also 
draw from the wisdom of scholars, thinkers, and 
practitioners in the broader coaching world. 

This book is not a manual. It is a mirror—one that 
invites you to reflect on who you are becoming as 
you sit with your clients. May these words affirm 
what you already know deep down: that the truest 
way to help others grow is to show up, fully, humbly, 
and human. 
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Chapter One: Humility in 
Mindset 

“The coach’s mindset is the container for the 
coaching encounter.” 

 

The Inner Posture Before the Outer Practice 

Before a coach ever utters a word, their mindset is 
already shaping the session. Coaching begins not 
with strategy, but with stance—with how the coach 
sees themselves, the client, and the coaching process. 
Humility in mindset is the choice to remain 
grounded, curious, and open—to show up with 
presence, not pretense. 

The ICF places this front and center in Core 
Competency 2: Embodies a Coaching Mindset, 
stating that coaches must “develop and maintain a 
mindset that is open, curious, flexible, and client 
centered.” This is not about performance—it’s about 
presence. A coach with a humble mindset doesn't 
assume they know. They begin with the conviction 
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that the client holds the answer and that the coach’s 
role is to help that answer emerge. 

Servant Presence and the Coaching Mindset 

Recently, I finished a book on The Lead-Attitudes of 
Great Leadership, and in the introduction to that 
work, I reflected on my long-standing appreciation 
for the deep, well-researched insights of Robert 
Greenleaf, a name synonymous with the philosophy 
of servant leadership. What has always struck me 
about Greenleaf’s work is that his model is not built 
on trends or superficial best practices, but on a 
profound philosophical commitment to a 
more humane, civil, and morally centered model of 
leadership. Interestingly, Greenleaf’s pivotal insight 
was sparked not from a leadership textbook or a 
corporate case study, but from a short allegorical 
novella by Hermann Hesse titled Journey to the 
East. 

In that brief but profound story, Greenleaf observed 
something that shifted his entire understanding of 
what leadership could and should be. At the heart of 
Hesse’s parable is a character named Leo—a 
seemingly low-ranking servant figure who tends to 
the group on their pilgrimage. Leo carries supplies, 
offers encouragement, and quietly supports the 
travelers. He sings, cleans, and serves without 
fanfare. His presence is so unassuming and non-
directive that those in the group never identify him 
as a leader. Yet, when Leo suddenly disappears, the 
entire expedition begins to fall apart. Disputes arise, 
unity dissolves, and progress halts. It becomes 
painfully clear that Leo was not just serving the 
group—he was holding it together through his 
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presence, humility, and steady spirit of support. 
Without ever seeking control, Leo had led them 
from within. 

This character and this story became 
Greenleaf’s paradigm shift. In Leo, Greenleaf saw 
the embodiment of a new kind of leadership—one 
rooted not in command, visibility, or status, but 
in service, presence, and moral commitment. He 
coined this paradigm “servant leadership” and 
dedicated much of his life and writing to unpacking 
what it means to lead from the soul outward. 
Greenleaf proposed that true leadership begins 
with the inner desire to serve, and only then, once 
service has been internalized as a way of being, can 
leadership grow from that soil. He wrote, and I 
paraphrase, that a person must first show up as a 
servant, and then from that posture, offer 
leadership. The inverse—starting with a leadership 
identity and hoping to become a servant later—is 
rarely, if ever, successful. Why? Because ego, 
performance, and positional power can easily drown 
out any later attempts at humility or empathy. In 
today's society—from politics to corporate 
leadership—we’ve seen this reality unfold 
repeatedly. Leaders who show up with charisma but 
without compassion. Leaders who are skilled in 
systems but unskilled in soul. The result is often a 
painful absence of empathy, grace, and moral 
imagination. 

Applying Leo’s Legacy to the Coaching Mindset 

When we draw this parable into the world of 
coaching, the relevance is not only striking—it’s 
foundational. Coaching, like Leo’s presence in 
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the Journey to the East, is a form of leadership that 
does not dominate, direct, or demand. It is a kind 
of sacred accompaniment. And while coaches, 
mentors, and supervisors do not formally “lead” their 
clients’ lives, we do, like Leo, influence the 
direction and quality of the journey. Not through 
control, but through presence. Not by telling, but by 
listening. Not by proving, but by being. What we are 
advocating in this first chapter on the coaching 
mindset is not just a mental model, but a way of 
showing up—a way of orienting the self in the 
service of another’s growth. 

To embody the coaching mindset is to lead as Leo 
led: by serving first. 

Robert Greenleaf, in his work on servant leadership, 
outlined a number of essential characteristics that 
define the servant leader. These include: listening, 
empathy, healing, awareness, persuasion, 
conceptualization, foresight, stewardship, 
commitment to the growth of others, and building 
community. What’s stunning is how directly these 
characteristics map onto the core competencies of 
professional coaching, especially as outlined by the 
ICF. A coaching mindset that includes presence, 
humility, client-centeredness, curiosity, and the 
creation of safety is, in essence, a servant leadership 
posture in action. A coach or mentor, standing in this 
frame, becomes not the star of the session, but the 
one who holds the light for another’s discovery. 

In fact, we might go so far as to say that coaches, 
mentors, and supervisors are the Leo figures of 
personal and professional development. Like Leo, 
they rarely occupy center stage. They often speak 
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little but listen deeply. They don’t point the way so 
much as walk alongside, gently, and with a 
reverence for the mystery of another human 
becoming. And just like Leo, their absence—when 
felt—can profoundly disrupt a developmental 
journey. 

Moreover, coaching and supervision are spaces 
where the art of servant leadership is continually 
practiced and refined. Supervision becomes the 
internal chamber where the coach is invited to reflect 
on their presence, their motives, their unconscious 
pulls toward ego, or the subtle traps of over-
functioning. Mentoring, too, becomes more than skill 
transmission—it becomes an invitation to live into 
a servant-based way of being. Through these 
relational practices, we cultivate not only better 
techniques, but better selves. 

Greenleaf was clear: servant leadership is not a 
tactic—it is a transformation of the self. It starts 
not with what you do, but with who you are. This is 
why the coaching mindset is not a checklist of 
techniques. It is, rather, a posture of presence and 
humility—a decision to show up, like Leo, with open 
hands and a grounded spirit. 

And so, just as Greenleaf found a new way forward 
in the quiet strength of a fictional servant, we in the 
coaching world might do well to follow that same 
pattern: to lead by serving, to influence by listening, 
to hold space instead of filling it. In doing so, we 
invite not only our clients—but ourselves—into a 
more just, human, and transformative way of 
growing. 
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Suspending the Expert 

The danger for many experienced coaches is slipping 
into the “expert trap.” We accumulate tools, 
frameworks, models—and then we start applying 
them instead of attending to the person in front of 
us. Humility in mindset reminds us: the session isn’t 
about showing “what we know,” it’s about showing 
up to “what is.” 

In	the	mindset	of	coaching	supervision,	as	Damian	
Goldberg	 insightfully	 puts	 it,	showing up to what 
is	means	stepping	into	the	sacred	now—pushing	
aside	 the	clutter	of	 intrusive	 thoughts,	opinions,	
assumptions,	 or	 guesses	 that	 often	 invade	 the	
coach’s	mind	and	heart.	It	is	about	being	present	
not	to	what	we	hope	for,	or	fear,	or	interpret—but	
to	what is.	 In	 this	 frame,	 the	 coaching	 mindset	
becomes	 deeply	gestalt-based—not	 merely	
recognizing	the	gestalt	of	the	moment	(the	whole	
pattern	of	meaning,	context,	emotion,	and	energy	
unfolding	 in	 real	 time),	 but	 positioning	
oneself	within	it	with	respect,	curiosity,	and	non-
projection.	In	the	coaching	context,	gestalt	refers	
to	 the	 full	 configuration	 of	 the	 present-moment	
experience—not	just	what	is	said,	but	what	is	felt,	
observed,	 and	 intuited	 as	 a	 living	 field	 between	
coach	 and	 client.	 For	 the	coach,	 this	 means	
aligning	 with	 the	 client’s	 lived	 reality	 without	
rushing	 to	 reframe	 it.	 For	 the	mentor,	 it	 means	
holding	 space	 for	 the	 learner’s	 present	
development	rather	than	pushing	for	immediate	
mastery.	For	the	supervisor,	it	means	helping	the	
coach	sit	with—not	solve—the	patterns	arising	in	
their	 practice.	Whether	 coaching,	mentoring,	 or	



	

	
THE	ORGANIZATIONAL	LEADERSHIP	COACHING®	INSTITUTE©	
2025.	ORGANIZATIONAL	LEADERSHIP	COACHING,	LLC®,	San	

Antonio,	TX	USA.	All	Rights	Reserved	

														Showing	Up	As	A	Human	
																																						“Engaging	the	Coaching	Space	in	Humility”		

supervising,	the	invitation	is	the	same:	walk	in	the	
spirit	of	the	call	of	what is.	This	is	not	passivity.	It	
is	 deep	participation.	 It	 is	 the	 choice	 to	be	with	
what	 is	 alive,	 what	 is	 real,	 and	 what	 is	 needed	
now. 

Nancy Kline’s Thinking Environment calls this 
“giving attention.” In this model, the greatest gift we 
offer a client is not a technique but undivided 
presence.  

Nancy Kline’s profound concept of giving 
attention lies at the very heart of her Thinking 
Environment® philosophy, and it is one of 
the most radical yet quietly powerful tools in 
both coaching and supervision. When Kline 
speaks of giving attention, she is not referring 
to mere listening or eye contact; she is 
referring to the intentional act of offering 
another human being the space, time, and 
presence they need in order to think for 
themselves—to reach their own clarity, 
insight, and solutions. In her words, “the 
quality of your attention determines the 
quality of other people’s thinking.” 

What Nancy Kline Means by Giving 
Attention 

Kline defines giving attention as the act of 
being wholly present with someone in a way 
that is free of interruption, judgment, agenda, 
or impatience. It is about listening to ignite, 
rather than listening to respond or solve. This 
kind of attention is: 
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• Undivided – no multitasking, no 
inner commentary. 

• Respectful – trusting that the thinker 
has the capacity to think clearly if 
given the space. 

• Non-interruptive – believing that 
interruption is not neutral 
but destructive to thought. 

• Generous – allowing silence and 
space for the thinker to go deeper. 

She teaches that when we give this kind of 
attention, we create a Thinking 
Environment®—a rare context in which 
people can truly access their best thinking. 

The 10 Components of a Thinking 
Environment 

Nancy Kline outlines ten key 
components that make up the Thinking 
Environment, and these serve as the 
infrastructure of giving attention: 

1. Attention – Listening with full 
respect and without interruption. 

2. Equality – Giving equal turns and 
valuing every voice. 

3. Ease – Creating an unhurried and 
pressure-free environment. 

4. Appreciation – Offering genuine 
acknowledgment at a ratio of at least 
5:1 over criticism. 

5. Encouragement – Eliminating 
competition so that each person can 
think for themselves. 
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6. Feelings – Allowing emotion to be 
expressed and honored. 

7. Information – Supplying truthful 
facts and dismantling denial. 

8. Diversity – Welcoming different 
identities, experiences, and ideas as 
enriching thought. 

9. Incisive Questions – Removing 
limiting assumptions and igniting 
fresh thinking. 

10. Place – Creating a physical setting 
that affirms the value of the person. 

Why Attention is the Greatest Gift 

In the coaching, mentoring, or supervision 
context, giving this kind of attention is the 
purest form of relational humility. It says: 

“I do not need to impress you, fix you, 
manage you, or lead your thinking. I trust in 
your capacity to think for yourself—and I 
will honor that by being wholly present.” 

This practice stands in contrast to ego-driven 
or solution-focused interaction. Instead of 
making the coach or supervisor the hero, 
giving attention makes the thinker the hero of 
their own insight. The coach’s role becomes 
one of sacred witness rather than directive 
guide. 
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The Transformative Power of Attention 

What Kline discovered—and what coaches 
and supervisors can apply—is that when 
people are given space to think without 
interruption, they find clarity, courage, and 
creativity they didn’t know they had. Coaches 
often wonder what intervention to use, what 
tool to bring—but often, what is most needed 
is their presence. 

Giving attention is not a passive act. It is an 
intentional and dynamic posture of servant-
leadership. It requires discipline, empathy, 
and trust—an unwavering belief that the 
client or coachee is capable and whole. 

Final Reflection 

Nancy Kline’s work reveals a paradox: the 
most effective coaching intervention is not a 
question or insight, but attention itself. 
Attention is an act of humility—it is the 
choice to decenter ourselves so the other 
can emerge fully. 

Humility allows the coach to trust that 
attention – pure, present, and non-
interruptive – is transformational on its 
own. 
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Supervision Insight: Thinking About 
Thinking 

In supervision, we often ask, “What mindset did you 
bring into that session?” Sometimes it is anxiety. 
Sometimes ambition. Sometimes judgment. A 
humble coach learns to pause and ask: “What is 
showing up in me that might be shaping this session 
unconsciously?” 

Drawing from the Seven-Eyed Model of 
Supervision, particularly Eye 4 (the coach’s internal 
process), we understand that humility includes 
awareness of our biases, narratives, and emotional 
patterns. This helps us self-regulate and recenter 
around the client’s agenda. 

A Learner’s Stance: Holding Curiosity 
Over Certainty 

Humility in mindset also means living with questions 
more than answers. It is the discipline of curiosity. 
It’s showing up with a willingness to be surprised by 
the client’s brilliance, rather than guiding them 
toward our assumptions. 

As Carl Rogers famously said, “The curious paradox 
is that when I accept myself just as I am, then I can 
change.” In coaching, this paradox extends to our 
clients: when we stop needing them to “get 
somewhere,” they can begin to explore where they 
truly are. 
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Practices for Developing a Humble 
Coaching Mindset 

• Pause before sessions to check in with your 
own mindset. Ask: What am I bringing into 
this space? 

• Journal post-session reflections to notice 
patterns of ego, rescue, or over-
identification. 

• Use supervision to unpack assumptions you 
may be carrying unknowingly. 

• Engage mindfulness or centering 
practices before coaching, to re-anchor 
yourself in presence rather than 
performance. 

• Ask yourself often: “What does the client 
need from me right now—and what do they 
not need?” 

Final Word 

Humility in mindset is not weakness. It is quiet 
strength. It is the decision to trust the process, trust 
the client, and trust that who we are—when centered, 
grounded, and human—is enough. 

This chapter invites you to begin your journey not by 
acquiring something new, but by returning to what 
you’ve always had: your presence, your attention, 
your being. These are your greatest coaching tools. 
Everything else builds from there. 
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Chapter Two: Humility in 
Transparency 

“Your presence is not a performance. It’s an 
invitation.” 

 

The Power of Being Seen—and Seeing 
Ourselves 

Transparency is one of the most courageous gifts a 
coach can offer—not in the form of unfiltered self-
expression, but as a humble willingness to be real. 
When coaches embrace humility in transparency, 
they model what it means to show up as a whole 
person in service of another’s growth. This does not 
mean oversharing or shifting the spotlight onto 
ourselves. Rather, it means bringing our true self—
emotionally available, self-aware, and non-
defensive—into the coaching encounter. 

Transparency creates resonance. It signals to the 
client: You don’t need to pretend here. Neither do I. 
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The Emperor's New Clothes: A Mirror for the 
Coaching Persona 

Once upon a time, in a kingdom fueled by 
appearances and acclaim, there lived a ruler whose 
deepest desire was not wisdom or justice—but 
praise. The emperor loved fine clothes more than 
anything and was known throughout the land for his 
extravagant wardrobe. One day, two weavers arrived 
in the capital claiming they could weave a fabric so 
magnificent that it would be invisible to anyone who 
was unfit for their position or hopelessly stupid. 
Eager to distinguish the worthy from the foolish, the 
emperor commissioned a grand outfit. 

The weavers worked tirelessly—on empty looms. 
Ministers, nobles, and the emperor himself visited 
the workshop, each seeing nothing but unwilling to 
admit it for fear of being exposed. So, they praised 
the invisible fabric, admired its nonexistent patterns, 
and lauded its brilliance. Finally, the emperor donned 
his “clothes” and paraded through the city, entirely 
naked. 

The crowd, equally fearful of being thought 
unworthy, echoed admiration—until one child, too 
young to know better, shouted, “But he isn’t wearing 
anything at all!” The truth shattered the illusion. Yet 
even then, the emperor continued his parade, now 
more invested in the performance than the truth. 
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The Coaching Parallel: Nakedness Disguised as 
Mastery 

This fable is not merely a lesson in vanity—it is a 
parable of perception, power, and pretense. And it 
belongs squarely in a chapter on Humility in 
Transparency, for it mirrors what can happen when 
coaches hide behind professionalism, technique, and 
image instead of showing up as real, vulnerable, 
human beings. 

Too often, coaches—especially those with extensive 
training, advanced credentials, or public 
recognition—construct a carefully curated persona. 
This persona can be polished, articulate, skillful, and 
even inspiring. But beneath it may live a hidden 
truth: vulnerability that has been concealed, not 
integrated; insecurity that has been armored, not 
transformed. In this way, the coach becomes a kind 
of emperor—robed in the garments of mastery, yet 
unaware of their emotional nakedness. 

What makes this dangerous is not merely the 
existence of the mask, but the unconsciousness of it. 
The coach does not always know they are hiding. The 
shell has become so practiced, so professional, so 
admired, that it becomes indistinguishable from the 
self. And like the emperor, everyone around them 
may applaud—clients, peers, even supervisors—
because they, too, are afraid to call out the absence 
of real presence. 

But eventually, someone—maybe a client, maybe a 
supervision moment, maybe a personal crisis—
speaks the unspoken: “You’re not really here. You’re 
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performing.” That is the moment of revelation. That 
is the child’s voice in the parade. 

The Imposter in the Mirror 

 

This story also dovetails powerfully into a deeper 
psychological reality: imposter syndrome. Often 
misunderstood as a simple lack of confidence, 
imposter syndrome is a complex inner narrative in 
which individuals, despite external success, believe 
they are frauds—unworthy of their role, destined to 
be found out. 

And yet, here’s the paradox: imposter syndrome can 
operate autonomously and unconsciously. It may 
not show up as self-doubt—it may show up as 
overcompensation. A coach might perfect their 
technique, hoard certifications, curate every word in 
session—not because they are grounded in 
confidence, but because they are driven by a hidden 
fear of being seen as inadequate. 

In such cases, the coach is naked, but unlike the 
emperor, not even aware of it. Their fear of exposure 
drives performance. Their need for approval 
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masquerades as presence. And the persona becomes 
so refined that not even the coach sees the gap 
between who they are and who they are pretending 
to be. 

This is where the story becomes a mirror for us all. 

The Way of True Clothing: Humble 
Transparency 

To be truly clothed in the coaching relationship is not 
to wear mastery, eloquence, or even insight. It is to 
wear awareness. Awareness of one’s shadow, one’s 
inner vulnerabilities, one’s subtle needs for 
validation. Awareness of the fear that says, “You 
must look the part,” and the humility that replies, 
“Just be here.” 

Transparency is not the exposure of all things; it is 
the appropriate, courageous willingness to be seen. It 
is not confession—it is invitation. When a coach 
chooses to show up humbly, admitting what they 
know and do not know, owning their inner landscape 
without leaking it into the session, they begin to 
embody presence in a way no technique can 
replicate. 

In this light, the naked emperor reminds us that 
maturity in coaching is not about how seamless we 
appear—but about how seen we are willing to be. For 
only in humble awareness are we truly clothed. 
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Transparency and the Shadow: Seeing What We 
Hide—and What We’ve Forgotten 

 

To speak of transparency without speaking of 
the shadow is to describe the surface of a lake while 
ignoring the vast world beneath it. As we reflect on 
the story of The Emperor’s New Clothes, and the 
unacknowledged vulnerabilities that masquerade as 
confidence, we must also turn our attention to the 
more elusive terrain—the parts of ourselves that 
remain unexamined, unexpressed, or even entirely 
unknown. 

Swiss psychiatrist Carl Jung gave us a powerful 
framework for this inner territory: the shadow. 
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“Everyone carries a shadow,” Jung wrote, “and the 
less it is embodied in the individual’s conscious life, 
the blacker and denser it is.” 

In simple terms, the shadow is the part of the psyche 
that holds what we repress, deny, or simply fail to 
recognize in ourselves. It includes not only what we 
consider shameful or inappropriate, but also traits 
and capacities that have been unexplored, 
neglected, or disowned—not because they are bad, 
but because they didn’t fit our self-image, or were 
never welcomed into expression. 

In many psychological discussions, the shadow is 
associated with the dark parts of the self—anger, 
envy, pride, judgment, or fear. And indeed, Jung 
acknowledged that failing to integrate these aspects 
leads to projection, defensiveness, and inner 
division. What we suppress within ourselves 
eventually emerges—often in clumsy, disruptive, or 
painful ways. A moment of uncharacteristic rage, a 
pattern of sabotage, or a persistent sense of inner 
contradiction—these are all symptoms of a shadow 
unmanaged. 

But Jung also insisted on another truth—one that is 
often overlooked. 

Within the shadow lie not only our wounds, but 
our gifts. 

Some parts of our authentic self—creativity, 
sensitivity, power, voice, longing—have been buried 
not because they were dangerous, but because they 
were unfamiliar or unpracticed. They may feel 
awkward, even foreign, because they have lived in 
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the dark. But they are part of us nonetheless. Jung 
referred to these as the “diamonds in the shadow”—
traits that carry beauty and power but remain latent, 
dormant, waiting for permission to emerge. 

For coaches, this has profound implications. 

When we construct a professional identity based 
solely on mastery, control, and outward excellence, 
we risk bypassing the vulnerable, unfinished, 
unexamined parts of ourselves. We wear a polished 
persona while deep within, our shadow lives on—
full of feelings, stories, wounds, and talents we 
haven’t dared to meet. The result is an outer shell of 
confidence that conceals an inner fragmentation. 

And here’s the tension: the longer we live divided 
from our shadow, the more likely it is to disrupt our 
coaching presence. The client says something and we 
flinch—not because of them, but because it touches 
something unresolved in us. We over-identify with 
success. Or avoid emotional topics. Or subtly 
dominate the space. Not out of malice—but out of 
self-protection. 

When these shadow elements erupt—whether 
through breakdown, shame, or a jarring moment of 
misalignment—we often say, “That’s not me.” But 
it is. It’s a part of us that has been living unseen, 
unacknowledged, and therefore, unintegrated. 

True transparency, then, is not merely about self-
disclosure. It is the courage to turn inward and look 
clearly at the shadow—not to reject it, but to 
welcome it home. To let what has been hidden 
emerge—not to define us, but to free us. 
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The Shadow and the Imposter 

Again the concept of the shadow also sheds fresh 
light on imposter syndrome as well—a 
psychological phenomenon in which individuals 
doubt their achievements and fear being exposed as 
a fraud, despite clear evidence of their competence. 
As alluded to above coaches can live with a subtle, 
persistent feeling that they are pretending—
performing a role they have not truly earned. 

But here's the nuance again: imposter syndrome is 
often not a conscious feeling. It can 
operate autonomously, beneath the surface of 
awareness, quietly shaping behavior. Coaches may 
over-prepare, over-identify with models, or seek 
excessive affirmation. They may create sessions that 
look perfect on the outside but feel hollow on the 
inside. 

In these moments, we are like the emperor—naked, 
yet convinced we are clothed. The imposter is not a 
mask we wear knowingly—it is a shadow 
performance, driven by an unacknowledged fear 
that we are not enough as we are. 

And just like the emperor, we may surround 
ourselves with admirers, clients, or colleagues who 
reflect only the parts of ourselves we’re comfortable 
showing. But somewhere, inevitably, a moment of 
truth arrives—a “child in the crowd” moment—
when we are forced to see what we have hidden. And 
we come to realize: the only way to be fully clothed 
is to first see our own nakedness. 
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Becoming Whole Through Humility 

So, what, then, does humility in transparency really 
ask of us? 

It asks us to stop performing and start integrating. 
It asks us to turn toward the parts of ourselves that 
feel unfamiliar, or awkward, or even unwelcome—
and to offer them curiosity and care. 
It asks us to be honest—not just with others, but 
with ourselves. 

Humility is not self-reduction. It is self-reunion. 

When a coach begins to explore their shadow—
gently, reflectively, with support—they begin to 
retrieve the parts of themselves they didn’t know 
they’d lost. They reclaim tenderness. Power. 
Creativity. Courage. And yes, even anger, grief, or 
longing. And in doing so, they become more whole, 
and thus, more present. 

Transparency is not about sharing everything. It is 
about being something—being a coach who is 
aware, open, and grounded in their own process of 
becoming. Not a performance of perfection, but a 
presence that invites transformation. 

In the end, we do not earn our coaching presence by 
collecting tools or titles. We earn it by facing our 
shadow and walking with it. By integrating what we 
have hidden. And by clothing ourselves—not in 
illusion—but in the light of honest, integrated 
awareness. 
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That is the journey from persona to presence. 
That is what it means to show up—not just as a 
coach. 
But as a human. 

ICF Alignment: Building Trust through 
Authenticity 

This chapter rests on the foundation of ICF Core 
Competency 4: Cultivates Trust and Safety, which 
invites the coach to “demonstrate respect for the 
client’s identity, perceptions, style, and language,” 
and to “acknowledge and support the client’s 
expression of feelings, perceptions, concerns, 
beliefs, and suggestions.” Coaches do this best when 
they are grounded in their own truth. 

A transparent coach listens actively (Competency 
6), without the inner noise of needing to appear 
impressive or always polished. The coach invites, 
receives, and reflects back—not from a protected 
posture, but from a position of authentic presence. 

Transparency is also subtly reflected in PCC 
Marker 4.4, where the coach acknowledges and 
respects the client’s unique talents, insights, and 
work in the coaching process. When we genuinely 
see the client, and allow ourselves to be seen 
(appropriately), we deepen the mutuality and power 
of the relationship. 
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Appropriate Self-Disclosure: The Art of 
Enough 

Humility in transparency includes a refined 
awareness of when and how to self-disclose. This is 
not therapy. The coach is not the subject of the 
session. Yet, strategic and minimal self-disclosure 
can build trust and model realness. 

Consider this example: 

A client struggling with imposter syndrome 
expresses fear that they don’t belong in their new 
leadership role. The coach responds: “I remember a 
time when I stepped into something that felt too big 
for me, and I had to learn how to trust myself again. 
What’s that process been like for you so far?” 

Notice: the coach is not making the conversation 
about themselves. The brief window of honesty 
invites empathy without distraction. The moment 
pivots quickly back to the client—but deeper trust 
has been formed. 

Supervision Insight: What Are You 
Hiding? 

In supervision, coaches often discover the parts of 
themselves they habitually hide. Sometimes it’s 
vulnerability. Sometimes it’s uncertainty. 
Sometimes it’s anger, grief, or even compassion. 
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The Seven-Eyed Model of Supervision, 
particularly Eye 4 (internal experience) and Eye 5 
(client–coach relationship), encourages us to ask: 

• What am I withholding in this space? 
• What parts of myself do I censor out of fear, 

pride, or self-protection? 
• What would it cost to show up just 5% more 

transparently in this moment? 

Supervisors often help coaches see that the guarded 
version of themselves is not safer—it’s just 
less human. And in coaching, our humanity is our 
leverage. 

The Thinking Environment: Attention 
and Authenticity 

Nancy Kline’s Thinking Environment reminds us 
that presence is not a passive state. It is active 
attention—deliberate, undivided, and free of 
judgment. When coaches are present in this way, 
they create space where transparency is both 
modeled and welcomed. 

Transparency begins with how we listen. If our 
listening is filtered through performance anxiety or 
unspoken agendas, the client will sense it. If our 
listening is infused with spaciousness and grounded 
honesty, the client is more likely to meet us there. 
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Differentiating Between Authenticity and 
Oversharing 

A humble coach resists the temptation to make the 
session “mutually therapeutic.” Transparency must 
be in service of the client’s growth—not the coach’s 
emotional release. 

Consider the difference: 

• Oversharing: “That reminds me of my 
divorce. It was so painful, and I still haven’t 
recovered. Honestly, I sometimes cry myself 
to sleep.” 

• Authentic transparency: “You’re 
describing a level of emotional weight that 
reminds me of moments in my own life. I 
know what it feels like to carry something 
that deeply. Would it help to explore how 
this weight is affecting your movement 
forward?” 

The first is self-indulgent. The second is service-
oriented. Humility guides the coach to ask not, “Do 
I want to say this?” but, “Does the client need 
this?” 

Practices for Developing Humility in 
Transparency 

1. Reflect before sessions: What parts of 
myself do I feel tempted to hide in this 
conversation? Why? 
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2. Use the supervision space to explore your 
thresholds of authenticity and fear of 
exposure. 

3. Name your inner responses gently when it 
may serve the client (e.g., “Something about 
what you said just moved me”). 

4. Practice micro-disclosure: Share no more 
than 1–2 lines that point the client back to 
their own exploration. 

5. Monitor intention: Is your transparency an 
offering—or a distraction? 

A Note on Diversity and Cultural 
Sensitivity 

Transparency must be practiced with cultural 
intelligence. What may feel “real” in one context 
could be experienced as inappropriate or unsafe in 
another. Coaches must remain attuned to cultural, 
racial, and relational dynamics when deciding what 
and how to reveal. 

Humility allows us to check our assumptions and 
biases before we speak. It also invites us to honor 
what not to say. Silence, at times, is the most 
transparent act we can offer—because it reveals our 
commitment to the client over our need to be known. 

Final Word: An Invitation, not a 
Confession 

To be transparent in coaching is not to confess, 
prove, or perform. It is to be a mirror rather than a 
mask. A humble coach does not need to shine—they 
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need only to be visible. When we show up fully, 
lightly, and honestly, we extend an invitation for the 
client to do the same. 

Transparency, when grounded in humility, becomes 
a conduit for connection. It becomes the space where 
change feels not only possible—but safe. 
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Chapter Three: Humility in 
Empathy and Compassion 

“Empathy is not agreement. It is attendance without 
assumption.” 

 

The Gentle Discipline of Emotional Presence 

Of all the capacities a coach brings into the session, 
none is more relationally powerful—and potentially 
misused—than empathy. In a profession grounded in 
human-to-human connection, empathy and 
compassion form the invisible scaffolding that holds 
the coaching relationship. Yet without humility, 
these virtues can become distorted. Over-
identification masquerades as empathy. Rescue 
impulses masquerade as compassion. Sympathy 
masquerades as care. 

Humility in empathy and compassion means not 
centering ourselves in the client’s experience. It is 
the willingness to be fully with the client 
emotionally, without solving, fixing, or over-
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identifying. This is the art of emotional co-
presence—not emotional co-dependence. 

As	 Parker	 Palmer	 wisely	 said,	“The human soul 
doesn’t want to be advised or fixed or saved. It 
simply wants to be witnessed—exactly as it is.”	At	
the	 heart	 of	 this	 statement	 lies	 a	 profound	
philosophy	of	presence	rooted	in	Palmer’s	larger	
work	on	vocation,	integrity,	and	the	inner	life.	In	
his	book	Let Your Life Speak,	Palmer	urges	us	 to	
resist	 the	temptation	to	treat	others—especially	
those	 in	 seasons	 of	 ambiguity,	 grief,	 or	
discernment—as	problems	to	be	solved.	Instead,	
he	advocates	for	a	radical	kind	of	companionship,	
where	the	task	is	not	to	rescue	but	to	remain.	This	
is	 grounded	 in	 what	 Palmer	 calls	 the	 “hidden	
wholeness”	 of	 the	 soul—a	 conviction	 that	 each	
person	 carries	 an	 inner	 teacher	 and	 a	 sacred	
trajectory	that	cannot	be	coerced,	only	honored.	
His	 work	 with	 the	Center for Courage & 
Renewal	expands	this	into	a	structured	model	of	
“circles	 of	 trust,”	 where	 people	 are	 invited	 to	
speak	 from	 their	 inner	 truth	 and	 be	 met	 with	
presence,	 not	 persuasion.	 Applied	 to	 coaching,	
this	 philosophy	becomes	 especially	 vital	 in	how	
we	approach	empathy	and	compassion.	Humility	
calls	 the	 coach	 to	 attend	 to	 the	 client’s	 reality	
without	 subtly	 attempting	 to	 shape	 it.	 It	means	
resisting	the	urge	to	advise,	insert	our	stories,	or	
emotionally	over-identify.	Empathy	in	humility	is	
quiet,	grounded,	and	patient—it’s	the	decision	to	
sit	beside	the	gestalt	of	the	client’s	experience,	not	
rise	above	it.	Compassion	in	humility	says,	“I	will	
not	try	to	carry	your	pain,	but	I	will	not	look	away	
from	it	either.”	When	we	witness	rather	than	fix,	
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we	 dignify.	When	 we	 listen	 without	 needing	 to	
interpret,	we	empower.	And	when	we	trust	that	
the	client’s	soul,	in	its	time,	knows	how	to	move,	
we	 offer	 something	 far	 more	 healing	 than	
answers—we	offer	presence.	

 

ICF Alignment: Presence, Listening, and 
Holding Space 

Empathy and compassion run through several ICF 
Core Competencies, most notably: 

• Competency 4: Cultivates Trust and 
Safety, where the coach demonstrates 
empathy, support, and concern. 

• Competency 5: Maintains Presence, which 
includes the coach’s ability to remain fully 
conscious and present, even when emotions 
rise. 

• Competency 6: Listens Actively, which 
challenges the coach to listen not just to 
content, but for feeling, energy, tone, and 
meaning. 

In the PCC markers, especially 6.4 and 6.6, we are 
reminded to “notice and explore emotions, energy 
shifts, non-verbal cues” and “integrate the client’s 
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words, tone of voice and body language.” These are 
not just technical skills—they are expressions of 
emotional humility. They require us to set aside 
assumptions and open ourselves fully to another 
person’s internal world. 

Empathy ≠ Sympathy: The Critical Distinction 

Brené	 Brown	 has	 famously	 differentiated	
empathy	 from	 sympathy	 by	 stating,	“Sympathy 
says, ‘I feel sorry for you.’ Empathy says, ‘I’m with 
you.’”	This	 distinction,	 though	 simple	 on	 the	
surface,	represents	a	profound	shift	in	relational	
posture.	 Sympathy	 creates	 distance—it	 looks	
down	 into	 someone’s	 experience	 and	 offers	 a	
gesture	 of	 consolation	 that	 often	 carries	 an	
implicit	 hierarchy:	I’m on safer ground, and I’m 
looking at you in your pain.	Empathy,	on	the	other	
hand,	 lowers	 itself.	 It	 is	a	practiced	descent	 into	
presence.	It	doesn’t	seek	to	fix,	reframe,	or	even	
cheer	up.	It	seeks	only	to	be	with.	And	herein	lies	
the	 link	 to	 humility:	 true	 empathy	 requires	 the	
coach	to	relinquish	their	need	to	appear	strong,	to	
be	right,	or	to	offer	a	solution.	Empathy	asks	the	
coach	to	suspend	their	agenda	and	join	the	client	
in	 their	 experience	 without	 comparison	 or	
analysis.	Brené	Brown	teaches	that	empathy	is	a 
vulnerable choice,	 because	 it	 often	 requires	 the	
coach	to	touch	something	within	themselves	that	
resonates	with	the	client’s	struggle.	And	yet,	it	is	
this	very	vulnerability—this	humble	willingness	
to	 be	 affected—that	 makes	 empathy	
transformational.	 It	 communicates,	“You matter. 
Not because I can help you, but because I will not 
abandon you in this moment.”	Humility	in	empathy	
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is	not	passive—it	is	courageous	presence.	It	trusts	
that	 being	 with	 someone	 in	 the	 valley	 is	
sometimes	 more	 powerful	 than	 helping	 them	
climb	out.	And	when	coaches	choose	this	way	of	
being,	 they	 offer	 not	 pity	 or	 platitudes,	 but	 the	
sacred	gift	of	solidarity. 

Humility is what makes this distinction possible. 
Without it, coaches may fall into: 

• Sympathy, which distances and objectifies 
the client’s pain 

• Over-empathy, which entangles the coach in 
the client’s emotional world 

• Rescue, which assumes the client can’t find 
their own answers 

A humble coach holds the emotional space 
with clarity and containment. They say—verbally or 
energetically—“I am with you, and I believe you are 
capable.” 

Supervision Insight: Feeling Too Much, 
Too Little, or Too Late 

Supervision offers a vital mirror for emotional 
processing. Eye 4 (the coach’s internal process) and 
Eye 5 (the relational field) in the Seven-Eyed Model 
invite exploration around: 

• What am I feeling in this session that may not 
be mine? 

• What emotional reactions am I resisting? 
• Am I emotionally available—or emotionally 

guarded? 
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Supervisors often work with coaches who 
unknowingly suppress emotion to appear 
professional or “neutral.” Others may merge 
emotionally with the client, taking on burdens that 
are not theirs to carry. Humility creates the space to 
explore both extremes with compassion and self-
reflection. 

Compassion as a Strength, Not Softness 

In Western leadership culture, compassion is often 
misunderstood as weakness. Yet in coaching, 
compassion is strength. It is the firm yet gentle 
insistence that the client matters—not for what they 
produce, but for who they are. 

Kristin Neff’s research on self-
compassion highlights three core components that 
can be applied to coaching relationships: 

1. Mindfulness – being present with the 
client’s suffering without exaggeration or 
denial 

2. Common humanity – recognizing that 
struggle is a shared human experience 

3. Self-kindness – modeling gentle regard 
toward one’s inner experience 

In her framework, mindfulness involves holding 
painful thoughts and emotions in balanced awareness 
rather than over-identifying with them or 
suppressing them. For a supervisor or coach, this 
means cultivating the ability to be present with a 
client’s struggles without judgment or overwhelm—
meeting the client where they are without rushing to 
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fix, rescue, or redefine the discomfort. Common 
humanity emphasizes that suffering and 
imperfection are part of the shared human 
experience, not a personal flaw. When a coach 
operates from this perspective, they help the client 
recognize that their challenges are not isolating but 
deeply humanizing. This stance model’s humility by 
refusing to position the coach above the client, 
instead standing with them as a fellow traveler in 
growth. Finally, self-kindness is the practice of 
responding to ourselves with warmth and care 
instead of harsh criticism. A supervisor or coach 
demonstrating this in the room becomes a quiet but 
clear presence of gentle regard, helping the client 
soften the edges of their self-judgment. Neff argues 
that self-compassion isn’t a passive indulgence, but 
an active, courageous stance. When integrated into 
the coaching space, her components create a 
container where humility and compassion are not 
only felt—they are embodied. A compassionate 
coach doesn’t collude with the client’s self-
judgment. They offer a quiet mirror that says: you 
are not alone, and you are enough. 

The Somatic Layer: Feeling With the Body 
 
True empathy is not just cognitive—it’s somatic. The 
body often senses what words cannot express. 
Somatic coaches and supervisors remind us that 
attending to posture, breath, tone, and energetic 
shifts is part of being present. 

Consider the following somatic cues: 

• The client’s breathing becomes shallow—do 
you notice and stay present? 
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• Your own chest tightens—what might you be 
picking up? 

• A long silence lands—do you rush to fill it, 
or honor its depth? 

Humility in empathy allows us to trust the 
intelligence of the body—ours and the client’s. It 
invites us to sense rather than interpret, to notice 
rather than assume. 

Coaching Practices to Cultivate Empathic 
Humility 

1. Practice “emotional reflection”: Pause after 
sessions and ask: What did I feel? Whose 
emotion, was it? What did I do with it? 

2. Use supervision to explore emotional 
triggers and habitual emotional roles 
(rescuer, fixer, protector). 

3. Name emotional presence with lightness: 
e.g., “I notice a heaviness in your tone—
what’s happening for you right now?” 

4. Ask the client how they want to be 
supported: Don’t assume. Offer presence, 
not prescriptions. 

5. Engage in self-compassion exercises: Your 
ability to extend compassion to clients will 
always be shaped by how you treat yourself. 

When Emotion Overwhelms the Space 

Not all coaching sessions feel safe or stable 
emotionally. When grief, trauma, anger, or shame 
surface, the coach’s job is to hold—not to heal. 
Humility means knowing our limits. 
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Coaches are not therapists. When coaching touches 
areas of trauma, the most compassionate response 
may be to pause, contain, and refer if appropriate. 

As Peter Hawkins notes, supervision becomes a key 
space to “discharge” what was absorbed in 
emotionally intense sessions and to reset the coach’s 
capacity for presence. 

Final Word: The Silent Anchor 

To sit with someone’s pain, or longing, or joy 
without judgment, agenda, or rush—that is the soul 
of coaching. Humility in empathy and compassion 
positions the coach as a silent anchor—firm, present, 
and unmoved by the storm, yet fully attuned to its 
force. 

This is not passivity. It is courageous restraint. It is 
the discipline of letting the client own their emotional 
journey while never walking it alone. 

Empathy without humility becomes manipulation. 
Compassion without humility becomes saviorhood. 
But humility-infused presence? That becomes 
healing. 
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Chapter Four: Humility in 
Graciousness 

“Grace is the soil in which growth takes root.” 

 

A Quiet Force in the Coaching Relationship 

Graciousness is one of those qualities that, when 
present, changes everything—but is hard to define. 
It’s not about manners. It’s not niceness. 
Graciousness, in the coaching space, is the humble 
act of granting a client the benefit of the doubt, the 
space to be unfinished, and the dignity of their own 
journey. 

A gracious coach does not correct. A gracious coach 
does not coerce. A gracious coach trusts. They trust 
that even when a client is stuck, resistant, deflective, 
or unsure, there is still something beautiful at work 
within them. 

Graciousness is the humility to let the process 
breathe. 
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ICF Alignment: Grace as a Coaching 
Competency 

Grace shows up most clearly in the spirit of ICF 
Core Competency 4: Cultivates Trust and Safety. 
It’s seen in the way the coach: 

• Respects the client’s autonomy and 
identity (Marker 4.3) 

• Demonstrates respect for the client’s 
expressions and emotions (Marker 4.4) 

• Creates a supportive environment (Marker 
4.5) 

It also lives quietly in Competency 3: Establishes 
and Maintains Agreements, where the coach 
consistently checks in with the client’s evolving 
needs, goals, and pace. A gracious coach doesn't 
push forward when the client needs to pause. They 
don’t hijack the agenda when the client’s voice 
falters. Instead, they respond with patience and 
presence. 

Graciousness is coaching in tempo with the client, 
not ahead of them. 

Supervision Insight: When Grace Is Missing 

In supervision, we sometimes uncover moments 
where the coach, unintentionally, operated without 
grace: 

• Interrupting the client’s emotion to move to 
“action” 
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• Responding with judgment to perceived self-
sabotage 

• Offering insight too quickly, cutting short the 
client’s processing 

These moments are not failures—they’re human. But 
they point to something powerful: our assumptions 
about progress often rob the session of its depth. 
Coaches may think they’re being “helpful,” but 
without humility, we step over the sacred space of 
the client’s struggle. 

Grace slows us down. It tells the coach, “This 
doesn’t need to be fixed—it needs to be honored.” 

The Grace of Holding Space 

To “hold space” is a term often used in coaching and 
supervision. But what does it mean? 

It means: 

• Letting the silence linger 
• Letting the client feel without analyzing 
• Letting the moment be what it is without 

moving to what’s next 

Gracious coaches become skilled at holding space. 
They don’t flinch when a client stumbles. They don’t 
speak just to soothe their own discomfort. They 
remain, calmly, in the emotional truth of the moment. 

And when the client looks to them for answers, they 
gently offer the mirror back. 
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The Difference Between Patience and Passivity 

Graciousness is not passivity. It’s not avoiding hard 
truths or colluding with avoidance. Rather, it 
is speaking truth with gentleness. It is asking 
powerful questions without judgment. It is 
accountability with compassion. 

Examples: 

• Instead of “Why didn’t you follow through?” 
a gracious coach might say, “What got in the 
way this time—and what might that be 
inviting you to explore?” 

• Instead of “You’re repeating the same 
story,” the coach might ask, “What do you 
think keeps bringing you back to this place in 
the story?” 

Grace doesn’t avoid challenge. It just delivers it with 
kindness. 

Grace as Spaciousness 

The root of the word “gracious” shares ties with the 
Latin gratia—meaning favor, generosity, goodwill. 
In coaching, graciousness is a spaciousness. It means 
giving the client: 

• Room to not know 
• Room to try and fail 
• Room to discover their path without pressure 

Nancy Kline’s Thinking Environment reminds us 
that people think best in an atmosphere free from 



	

	
THE	ORGANIZATIONAL	LEADERSHIP	COACHING®	INSTITUTE©	
2025.	ORGANIZATIONAL	LEADERSHIP	COACHING,	LLC®,	San	

Antonio,	TX	USA.	All	Rights	Reserved	

														Showing	Up	As	A	Human	
																																						“Engaging	the	Coaching	Space	in	Humility”		

threat. Grace makes room. It doesn’t demand. It 
doesn’t rush. It invites. 

Graciousness says to the client: “You are welcome 
here. All of you.” 

Cultural Sensitivity and Grace 

Humility in graciousness also includes sensitivity to 
cultural values around time, expression, and identity. 
What looks like resistance may be a cultural norm 
around hierarchy or deference. What seems like 
avoidance may be a deeply ingrained form of 
protection. 

Grace gives the coach the humility to ask, not 
assume: 

• “How would you like to approach this topic?” 
• “What does support look like for you in this 

moment?” 
• “Is there anything I may not understand yet 

that you’d like me to know?” 

These questions open doors that judgment keeps 
closed. 

Supervision as a Model of Graciousness 

In the supervision room, grace must be modeled. 
Coaches often bring their shame, fear of failure, or 
feelings of inadequacy. A gracious supervisor 
doesn’t correct or critique reflexively—they hold. 
They ask. They listen. 
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A supervision space marked by graciousness 
becomes a sanctuary where coaches learn to do the 
same for their clients. 

As Peter Hawkins reminds us, supervisors are not 
only evaluators or educators—we are holders of 
hope. That holding begins with grace. 

Practices for Cultivating Graciousness in 
Coaching 

1. Pause instead of responding when a client 
struggles or goes silent. Trust the space. 

2. Reframe failure as feedback—e.g., “What 
did this experience teach you about what 
matters most?” 

3. Release the urge to “save” the client from 
discomfort. Discomfort is often where 
breakthrough lives. 

4. Use gentle language for accountability—
challenge doesn’t have to cut. 

5. Reflect on moments of impatience in 
supervision: What was at stake for you in 
needing to move the session forward? 

The Wounded Healer: A Foundation for 
Gracious Presence 

As one ponders this whole admonition to exercise 
humility with grace, there emerges a quiet but 
powerful truth: the mirror we hold to ourselves, in 
our moments of reflection, may reveal more than 
competency gaps or self-corrections. It may reveal 
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something far more foundational to the practice of 
grace—our own woundedness. 

That inner terrain, often tender and unnamed, can be 
the very spring from which grace flows—not 
loudly, not even consciously, but in a way that 
informs our posture, softens our edges, and deepens 
our resonance with the other. And though 
woundedness can sometimes risk showing up in the 
coaching space 
as transference or countertransference, with wise 
attention, it can also be a reservoir of empathy, 
connection, and presence. 

 

This insight is beautifully explored in Henri 
Nouwen’s classic work, The Wounded Healer. 
Writing as a spiritual guide and deeply reflective 
thinker, Nouwen did not argue that woundedness 
disqualifies us from helping others. Rather, he 
proposed that it is precisely our wounds—
acknowledged, integrated, and held with 
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tenderness—that create the space from which we can 
connect with others in their pain, uncertainty, and 
becoming. 

At the heart of his premise is the recognition that all 
who serve others—counselors, pastors, teachers, 
coaches, and supervisors—are themselves 
journeyers. The temptation, he says, is to pretend 
otherwise: to hide behind expertise, invulnerability, 
or performance. But the reality is that the most 
transformative relationships occur when the helping 
professional is not merely an expert, but a witness to 
their own humanity—and still chooses to show up. 

Philosophically, Nouwen draws on existential 
thought: that human suffering is not something to 
escape but something to engage with compassion and 
courage. Psychologically, he invites us to move past 
the false self—the one propped up by titles and 
tools—and to live from the true self, the one shaped 
by both joy and struggle. Spiritually, his view honors 
the mystery that in our weakness, something 
profound is made possible: we become safe, 
unthreatening companions to others who are 
navigating their own unfinished stories. 

From this lens, the wounded healer does not lead 
from strength alone. They lead from awareness. 
They are not defined by their pain, but neither do 
they deny it. They sit in the coaching space not 
because they have transcended struggle, but because 
they have befriended it—and in doing so, they have 
become someone who can hold space for others with 
profound graciousness. 
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Graciousness as a Gift Born of Humble Awareness 

This ties directly to the coaching posture of humility 
in graciousness. A gracious coach does not judge, 
rush, or bypass a client’s struggle. They hold it 
gently, not because they have the answer, but 
because they’ve sat with similar darkness 
themselves. They don’t need to say, “I’ve been 
there.” Their presence says enough. Their energy 
says, “You’re not alone.” 

In this way, woundedness, when integrated and held 
with humility, becomes a gift of awareness. It 
regulates the impulse to critique. It slows down the 
rush to fix. It makes space for compassion to rise, not 
from pity, but from shared humanity. 

When a coach shows up in the space of supervision, 
mentoring, or coaching with this kind of gracious 
presence, they embody the truth that Henri Nouwen 
wrote about: “Nobody escapes being wounded. We 
are all wounded people... But the main question is 
not 'How can we hide our wounds?' so we don't have 
to be embarrassed, but 'How can we put our 
woundedness in the service of others?'” 

Final Reflection 

In the coaching space, humility is not merely a trait. 
It is a relational energy—a way of being that says, 
“I see you, and I don’t need you to perform for me. 
I’m here because I know the path of struggle, too.” 

And that kind of humility—born from self-
knowledge, grounded in emotional intelligence, and 
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shaped by the integration of one’s wounds—
produces what no technique or credential can 
replicate: grace. 

A grace that lets the client be fully human. 
A grace that lets the coach be fully present. 
A grace that transforms the relationship—and 
perhaps, both lives. 

Humility in graciousness is not about saying the right 
thing—it’s about being the right presence. It’s about 
staying present when things are messy, confusing, 
slow, or stuck. Grace allows the client to find 
themselves without the coach finding fault. 

When we embody graciousness, we become shelter. 
We become a steady place the client can return to—
not to be changed, but to be known. 

And it is from that knowing that change is born. 
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Chapter	Five:	Humility	in	Confidence	
and	Accomplishment	

“Let	your	accomplishments	speak,	but	don’t	let	them	
interrupt	the	listening.”	

 

Confidence with Open Hands 

At first glance, humility and confidence may seem 
like opposites. But in the coaching space, they are 
deeply complementary. In fact, the most effective 
coaches are those who embody a quiet, unshakable 
confidence that is rooted in service, not self. It’s a 
form of confidence that doesn’t seek applause but 
offers assurance. It doesn’t dominate the space—
it grounds it. 

This chapter is about that kind of confidence: one 
that flows from competence, presence, and 
experience—held with humility. It’s also about how 
coaches handle their accomplishments, 
qualifications, and past success in a way that doesn’t 
overshadow the client but instead enriches the 
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session by lending stability and trust to the coaching 
relationship.  

As intimated in the preface of this book, it is the 
writer’s observation that in some cases, a coach may 
enter a session carrying the weight—or the shine—
of their accomplishments. They may speak or listen 
from a position subtly elevated by their credentials, 
experience, or public recognition. While this 
confidence may be well-earned, it can unconsciously 
alter the relational balance in the coaching 
partnership. As the ICF Code of Ethics cautions, this 
kind of dynamic can introduce a subtle power 
disequilibrium—one that shifts the session away 
from true partnership and toward a one-up, one-down 
relational posture. The client may begin to feel like 
the coached, rather than the collaborator. This 
imbalance doesn’t just affect connection—it affects 
client agency, motivation, and their pathway to self-
sufficiency. The real issue, however, isn’t the 
coach’s success—it’s their awareness of how it 
shows up in the room. This is where emotional 
intelligence becomes crucial. The coach must be 
attuned enough to recognize when confidence begins 
to edge into authority and when their credibility 
begins to eclipse the client’s autonomy. The whisper 
in this chapter—and throughout this book—is to the 
masterful coach: Walk in your confidence, honor 
your journey, but always do so in the spirit of 
humility, never hubris. 

For example, imagine a client who is launching a 
new business and expresses uncertainty about 
pricing their services. A coach with a strong 
background in executive leadership might 
instinctively lean into their expertise: “What I’ve 



	

	
THE	ORGANIZATIONAL	LEADERSHIP	COACHING®	INSTITUTE©	
2025.	ORGANIZATIONAL	LEADERSHIP	COACHING,	LLC®,	San	

Antonio,	TX	USA.	All	Rights	Reserved	

														Showing	Up	As	A	Human	
																																						“Engaging	the	Coaching	Space	in	Humility”		

found in similar launches is that clients respond best 
to tiered pricing models.” While this may be useful, 
the better path might be to say, “I’ve walked with 
clients through similar moments, and I’m happy to 
offer a perspective if and when you want it—but first, 
what thoughts or instincts have been emerging for 
you around pricing?” This response allows the 
coach’s experience to be present without dominating. 
It centers the client’s exploration, affirms the coach’s 
availability, and models the balanced humility that 
transforms a session from instruction into 
empowerment. 

ICF Alignment: Confidence as Trustworthiness 

The ICF does not call out “confidence” as a 
competency, but it is implied across several, 
particularly in how coaches manage themselves in 
the coaching process: 

• Competency 2: Embodies a Coaching 
Mindset, where the coach demonstrates self-
awareness and regulation. 

A coach who demonstrates self-
awareness recognizes the internal sense of 
pride, competence, or authority they may feel 
due to their past accomplishments, status 
(e.g., MCC), or life experience. Rather than 
suppressing this, the coach acknowledges it 
internally but regulates how it shows up in 
the coaching space so that it does not 
overpower the client’s process. This means 
being intentional about not leading with their 
expertise or subtly directing the conversation 
based on what they “already know.” 
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Instead, the coach adopts a mindset 
of “confidence with curiosity”—holding 
space for the client’s growth while remaining 
open to the unknown. This creates a balanced 
presence: the coach is grounded in their 
experience but not governed by it. 

Practical behaviors under Competency 2 
include: 

• Before the session, doing a mindset 
check: “Am I here to prove or to 
serve?” 

• Releasing any attachment to having 
the “best” idea or insight 

• Silently regulating the urge to guide 
or fix when the client is struggling 

• Celebrating the client’s ideas and 
decisions without inserting their own 
unless explicitly invited 

Practical Example: 

Let’s say a client is considering taking a 
promotion and is weighing the leadership 
responsibilities that come with it. The coach, 
who has a decade of executive leadership 
experience, notices an internal impulse to 
share how they navigated similar transitions. 

Instead of saying, “When I was offered that 
kind of role, here’s what I did…”, the coach 
demonstrates humility in confidence by 
pausing and asking: 
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“Before we explore any external examples, 
what leadership values do you want to 
preserve or grow if you step into this role?” 

Only if the client expresses curiosity or 
invites the coach’s experience does the coach 
then offer: 

“I’ve walked through similar leadership 
transitions, and I’d be glad to offer a 
perspective if that feels useful. But only if 
and when it serves your thinking.” 

This is Competency 2 in action: mindset 
before method, self-awareness before 
solution, and humility as the anchor of 
confidence. 

• Competency 5: Maintains Presence, where 
the coach is calm, confident, and focused. 

This Competency challenges the coach 
to “remain fully conscious, present, and 
flexible during coaching conversations, 
managing emotions and staying focused on 
the client’s agenda.” A masterful coach who 
has achieved recognition, titles, or extensive 
experience must be especially intentional in 
how they embody calm, grounded 
confidence without dominating the space. 

Humility here is demonstrated not by 
minimizing one’s presence, but 
by anchoring it—being fully available to the 
client without leading with ego or allowing 
expertise to overtake attunement. The coach 
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resists the urge to mentally prepare the next 
brilliant insight and instead stays in the 
moment, listening deeply, and trusting the 
client’s process. 

Practical behaviors under Competency 5 
include: 

• Managing internal distractions 
related to identity, performance, or 
personal expertise 

• Being aware of the temptation to 
“over-coach” or “impress” when a 
breakthrough moment is approaching 

• Remaining centered even when the 
client’s progress doesn’t match the 
coach’s expectations 

• Holding silence with confidence, 
without needing to fill it with wisdom 

Practical Example: 

A client shares a bold and somewhat risky 
business idea. The coach, a seasoned 
entrepreneur and recognized thought leader, 
immediately sees five red flags based on their 
past experience. 

But rather than reacting with, “I don’t think 
that will work—let me share what might be 
missing,” the masterful coach leans into 
presence and responds with: 

“You sound energized by this idea. What 
feels most exciting or meaningful about it to 
you right now?” 



	

	
THE	ORGANIZATIONAL	LEADERSHIP	COACHING®	INSTITUTE©	
2025.	ORGANIZATIONAL	LEADERSHIP	COACHING,	LLC®,	San	

Antonio,	TX	USA.	All	Rights	Reserved	

														Showing	Up	As	A	Human	
																																						“Engaging	the	Coaching	Space	in	Humility”		

The coach may internally hold concerns 
based on experience, but in humility, chooses 
to remain calm, curious, and focused 
allowing the client to unfold their thinking 
without unnecessary interruption. If 
redirection is needed later, it will come with 
permission, not assertion. 

This calm restraint, guided by emotional 
regulation and centered presence, 
reflects humility in confidence—trusting 
the process, holding their own wisdom 
lightly, and prioritizing the client’s journey. 

• Competency 8: Facilitates Client Growth, 
where the coach partners with the client in 
celebrating progress without co-opting their 
success. 

Competency 8 emphasizes that the coach 
must partner with the client to transform 
awareness into action while honoring the 
client’s autonomy, learning process, and 
ownership of success. A key behavior aligned 
with this competency is that the 
coach “partners with the client to celebrate 
progress”—not claim it, minimize it, or 
reframe it to highlight their own role. 

When a masterful coach is deeply 
experienced, well-published, or credentialed 
at the highest level, there is a subtle 
temptation to view client breakthroughs as a 
reflection of the coach’s skill. But in the spirit 
of humility, the coach resists the pull to 
internalize credit. Instead, they reflect 
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ownership back to the client, even when the 
coach’s wisdom or question helped spark the 
insight. 

Practical behaviors under Competency 8 
include: 

• Celebrating in ways that affirm the 
client’s agency, language, and values 

• Avoiding praise that centers the 
coach’s role (“I’m so glad I asked that 
question”) 

• Asking the client what they are most 
proud of or surprised by in their own 
growth 

• Staying in partnership, rather than 
mentor or expert mode 

Practical Example: 

A client shares, “That last conversation we 
had shifted everything. I pitched the idea to 
the board—and they said yes!” 

The coach, who may internally feel proud 
that a previous session sparked clarity, 
demonstrates humility in confidence by 
saying: 

“That’s powerful. What did you draw on 
within yourself to take that step?” 

Instead of responding with, “I had a feeling 
you’d get there—remember when I asked you 
about your alignment with purpose?, the 
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coach holds the space for the client’s own 
reflection and narrative to emerge. 

This discipline of deferring credit, even when 
the coach’s insight played a key role, is a 
hallmark of maturity. It reflects the coach’s 
ability to walk confidently in their 
effectiveness, while remaining focused 
on facilitating the client’s growth, not 
narrating their own. 

Confidence grounded in humility expresses itself not 
through dominance, but through attunement. It says 
to the client: “I am with you. I believe in this process. 
I believe in you.” 

 

Supervision Insight: What’s Behind the Drive to 
Prove? 

In supervision, we often encounter two extremes: 
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1. Under-confident coaches who defer 
excessively to the client, fear using their 
voice, or discredit their value. 

2. Over-confident coaches who 
unintentionally overshadow the client, steer 
sessions too strongly, or subtly compete with 
the client’s success. 

Both stem from the same root: a need to prove. A 
need to be validated. 

The invitation of humility is to release the proving 
energy. When a coach no longer needs to prove their 
worth, confidence becomes freedom—the freedom 
to be present, the freedom to fail, the freedom to learn 
alongside the client. 

Supervisors can help coaches identify: 

• When is my confidence grounded in 
contribution? 

• When is it a mask for fear or insecurity? 
• How can I be a strong presence without 

becoming the central presence? 

Accomplishment Without Self-Promotion 

Coaches come from diverse professional 
backgrounds—executives, therapists, pastors, 
educators. These experiences bring value. But in the 
coaching space, they must be offered and not 
imposed. 

Humility teaches the coach to bring their 
accomplishments lightly. Your track record 
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matters—but it should serve the client’s track more 
than your résumé. 

Example: 

“In my previous role as a business strategist, I 
worked with teams facing similar scaling challenges. 
I’m happy to bring that perspective if it’s helpful—
or we can explore where your own insights are 
leading you first.” 

This response honors the coach’s 
experience and keeps the client centered. 

The Paradox of Confident Humility 

Humility and confidence together create a 
paradoxical presence: 

• Humble enough to be wrong 
• Confident enough to speak clearly 
• Humble enough to follow 
• Confident enough to lead when asked 

This paradox is what makes a coach trustworthy. 
Clients sense that the coach isn’t managing their 
image—they’re fully engaged. Not perfect, but 
present. Not loud, but deeply with. 

In his book Good to Great, Jim Collins describes 
Level 5 Leaders as having a “paradoxical blend of 
personal humility and professional will.” The same 
is true of great coaches. They carry vision and focus, 
but with no need for spotlight. They know what they 
bring—and they don’t need to announce it. 
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Celebrating Client Wins Without Co-Opting 
Them 

Confidence in coaching is not only about what the 
coach has done. It also shows up in how we handle 
the client’s success. Humble confidence celebrates 
the client’s growth without taking credit, redirecting, 
or minimizing it. 

Examples: 

• Not this: “That’s exactly what I was hoping 
you’d realize.” 

• But this: “That sounds like a powerful 
insight you’ve come to. What’s shifting for 
you now that you’ve seen it?” 

The first centers the coach. The second centers the 
client. 

A confident coach doesn’t need to be the hero of the 
session. They trust the process enough to let the 
client be the protagonist. 

Inner Stability: Confidence as Groundedness 

Humility in confidence is also about being settled 
within oneself. The coach does not wobble 
emotionally based on how the session is going. 
They’re not riding the highs of client affirmation or 
the lows of client resistance. 

This stability creates safety. The client knows the 
coach will not panic, react, or deflate. They 
are held by someone who is inwardly anchored. 



	

	
THE	ORGANIZATIONAL	LEADERSHIP	COACHING®	INSTITUTE©	
2025.	ORGANIZATIONAL	LEADERSHIP	COACHING,	LLC®,	San	

Antonio,	TX	USA.	All	Rights	Reserved	

														Showing	Up	As	A	Human	
																																						“Engaging	the	Coaching	Space	in	Humility”		

This is where competence, practice, and super - 
vison intersect. The more coaches grow in skill and 
self-awareness, the more they embody this deep 
stillness. 

Practices for Cultivating Humble Confidence 

1. Practice naming your contribution 
lightly—acknowledge, don’t announce. 

2. Use supervision to reflect on moments of 
ego inflation or insecurity. What narrative 
drove the need to prove something? 

3. Build inner validation rituals—affirm your 
growth without needing client praise. 

4. Practice silent grounding before and during 
sessions. Remind yourself: I am enough. The 
client is capable. The process is unfolding. 

5. Celebrate client success generously—
mirror their wins back to them as their own 
achievement, not a shared one. 

Final Word: Strength That Serves, Not Shouts 

Humility in confidence and accomplishment is not 
about minimizing yourself. It’s about maximizing 
your presence in service of the client. You don’t have 
to play small. But you do have to stay grounded. 
Your role is not to impress—it’s to support 
transformation. 

When coaches show up with this blend of humility 
and confidence, they create a space where the client 
feels both safe and challenged—seen and believed in. 
And that is the space where true growth happens. 
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In the end, the most powerful coaches are those who 
radiate assurance without arrogance—who can hold 
their accomplishments in one hand and their 
humanity in the other. 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	

	
THE	ORGANIZATIONAL	LEADERSHIP	COACHING®	INSTITUTE©	
2025.	ORGANIZATIONAL	LEADERSHIP	COACHING,	LLC®,	San	

Antonio,	TX	USA.	All	Rights	Reserved	

														Showing	Up	As	A	Human	
																																						“Engaging	the	Coaching	Space	in	Humility”		

Conclusion:	Transformative	
Humility	as	a	Way	of	Being	

“You	cannot	take	a	client	where	you	yourself	are	
unwilling	to	go.”	

The Journey from Technique to Presence 

By now, the path through this book has led us across 
five postures of humility—each inviting the coach to 
take a step closer to the core of their own humanity. 
Humility in mindset, transparency, empathy and 
compassion, graciousness, and confidence and 
accomplishment has not been presented as a 
checklist, but as a lived rhythm of being. 

These are not merely best practices. They 
are postures of presence—ways of showing up in the 
coaching encounter that center the client while 
honoring the full humanity of the coach. When 
embodied authentically, these postures create space 
for transformation not just in the client, but in the 
coach as well. 

The Coach as a Human Mirror 
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At its deepest level, coaching is not only about goals, 
action plans, or accountability. It is about being 
seen, being heard, and being believed in. The 
coach’s humble presence serves as a mirror—
reflecting back to the client their own voice, power, 
insight, and dignity. 

When a coach shows up as a human, they give the 
client unspoken permission to do the same. And that 
is the beginning of genuine change. 

Clients do not need perfect coaches. They 
need present coaches. 

Supervision as an Anchor 

For this journey to be sustainable, the coach must 
also have a place to show up as human. This is 
why supervision is not optional—it is essential. In 
supervision, the coach brings their confusion, 
emotion, fatigue, joy, blind spots, and brilliance into 
a reflective space that allows them to be seen, heard, 
and believed in for who they are, not just what they 
do. 

The humility we extend to our clients must be 
mirrored in the humility we practice toward our own 
growth. Supervision invites us to lay down pretense, 
explore our inner experience, and return to the client 
relationship grounded and whole. 
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The Role of the Coach in a Fractured 
World 

In a world marked by division, posturing, 
performance, and speed, coaching offers something 
radical: presence, partnership, and pause. 

And within that sacred space, the coach who chooses 
to show up as a human offers a countercultural act of 
grace. A coach who listens deeply, speaks gently, 
asks courageously, and believes unwaveringly can 
help their client: 

• Hear their own voice more clearly 
• Heal through authentic encounter 
• Hope again 

This is the work. Not the performance of excellence, 
but the practice of presence. 

The Legacy of Humble Coaches 

Years from now, clients may not remember the exact 
models we used or the tools we deployed. But they 
will remember how they felt in our presence. 

They will remember: 

• A calm voice when they were anxious. 
• A curious question when they were stuck. 
• A moment of silence that gave them space to 

think. 
• A celebration that made them believe in 

themselves again. 
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And they will remember that their coach was not just 
skilled—but human. 

Final Invitation: Return to Your Humility 
Often 

Let this final encouragement remain with you: 

Keep returning to your humility. 

Let it shape your mindset. 
Let it refine your transparency. 
Let it fuel your compassion. 
Let it guide your graciousness. 
Let it anchor your confidence. 

Your humanity is not a liability in coaching—it is 
your superpower. When you choose to show up 
humbly, you invite your client into the possibility of 
real transformation. 

This is the essence of great coaching. Not what 
you do. But who you are while you do it. 

So, show up. 

Show up as a coach. 
Show up as a guide. 
But above all— 

Show up as a human. 
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Bonus Articles 

The Elusive Fight with My Shadow: 
Projection, Privilege, and the Archetype 
of Unawareness 

“Until you make the unconscious conscious, it will 
direct your life and you will call it fate.” 
— Carl Jung 

I. Introduction: Living in the Wake of What We 
Cannot See 

There exists a kind of living where the individual 
moves through the world with clarity, responsibility, 
and reflexivity—aware of their motivations, attuned 
to their biases, grounded in their values. But there 
also exists another kind of living: one built 
on unexamined beliefs, rehearsed personas, and 
inherited psychological scripts. In this second way of 
being, people may function “normally”—even 
successfully—without ever encountering 
their shadow. 

The shadow, as Carl Jung described it, is the 
constellation of unconscious content within the 
psyche—those traits, urges, attitudes, memories, and 
emotions we deny, disown, or repress. But the 
shadow is not just individual. It is often archetypal, 
shaped by family systems, cultures, and generations. 
It becomes more than our personal darkness—it 
becomes the ancestral echo of what has been exiled. 
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Now imagine an individual born into privilege and 
affluence—raised in a system where struggle for 
survival, food, safety, or recognition has never been 
a felt need. According to Abraham Maslow’s 
hierarchy of needs, their lives have rarely if ever 
touched the base levels of physical security or 
existential fear. In such a person’s developmental 
arc, suffering is often intellectualized but never 
embodied. Without this embodiment of contrast, 
they may unconsciously come to project disdain, 
judgment, or disconnect toward those for whom 
survival is a lived reality. 

This article explores how that unexamined psyche—
especially in the context of familial, cultural, or 
class-based shadows—can foster projections, 
transference, and implicit biases that affect not only 
behavior but worldview. We will also consider the 
clinical frameworks through which this unconscious 
conflict can be named, encountered, and possibly 
transformed. 

II. The Family Shadow: When the Archetype 
Becomes a System 

Jung posited that the shadow does not arise in 
isolation. It is socially and developmentally 
embedded, often inherited from the psychic 
atmosphere of one’s caregivers and community. In 
families, certain traits are honored (e.g., 
achievement, intellect, stoicism), while others are 
exiled (e.g., emotional expression, vulnerability, 
empathy). Over time, these exclusions accumulate 
and harden into what family systems theorists might 
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call an archetypal identity: “This is who we are. 
This is who we’re not.” 

When generations perpetuate these exclusions—
especially in privileged, performance-driven, or 
ideologically rigid systems—a family’s collective 
shadow grows increasingly invisible to its members. 
They may see themselves as “well-raised,” 
“principled,” or “disciplined,” unaware that their 
clarity is dependent on an entire category of human 
experience being dismissed or devalued. 

For example, a child raised in affluence may inherit 
unspoken messages like: 

• People who struggle financially aren’t 
working hard enough. 

• We don’t discuss emotions—it’s 
unproductive. 

• The military is for people with no better 
options. 

• People of other races or classes are 
unpredictable or dangerous. 

These beliefs rarely surface in conscious language. 
Instead, they manifest as implicit bias, micro-
behaviors, disconnection, or self-righteousness. The 
child grows up carrying a shadow not only of their 
own making but of their lineage—and yet, believes 
themselves to be “normal,” perhaps even virtuous. 

III. Projection: The Psyche’s Silent Assault 

One of the primary ways the shadow exerts influence  
is through projection — the psychological 
mechanism by which we attribute disowned parts of 
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ourselves to others. If I have repressed my own 
capacity for need, I may judge others as “needy.” If 
I have buried my own resentment, I may perceive 
others as hostile or aggressive without cause. 

In the context of class, race, or ideology, projection 
becomes a vehicle for systemic harm: 

• The affluent professional who unconsciously 
sees poor individuals as lazy. 

• The pacifist who subconsciously resents 
military veterans and dismisses their wisdom. 

• The individual who has had a negative 
encounter with someone of a different race 
and now experiences unconscious fear or 
disdain toward that entire group. 

These projections are not mere attitudes—they 
are transmitted through behavior, tone, and 
decision-making. And because they originate in 
unconscious material, they can be fiercely defended 
or denied when challenged. To the projecting 
individual, these reactions feel rational—when in 
truth, they are reflexive. 

Carl Rogers noted that incongruence between the 
self-concept and experience results in 
psychological tension. When one’s self-concept 
(e.g., "I am tolerant, kind, fair") is contradicted by 
their projections (e.g., subtle classism or racial 
bias), defense mechanisms kick in. Denial, 
rationalization, or redirection may emerge to protect 
the ego from disintegration. (See a discussion of 
Defense Mechanisms in the Bonos Articles) 
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IV. Transference, Countertransference, and 
Transactional Dynamics 

In psychodynamic terms, these unconscious 
projections often surface in transference—the 
redirection of feelings and associations from past 
figures onto current relationships. In coaching or 
therapy contexts, this might look like: 

• A client treating a coach with deference or 
fear because they unconsciously remind them 
of a critical parent. 

• A coach reacting defensively to a client from 
a different socioeconomic background, 
unknowingly reenacting class-based 
contempt absorbed from their family system. 

Similarly, countertransference occurs when the 
coach or therapist begins reacting to the client based 
on their own unresolved shadow material. For 
example, a coach raised to idolize discipline and 
disdain vulnerability might subtly shut down an 
emotionally expressive client. These are not 
choices—they are transmissions of unconscious 
positioning. 

Transactional Analysis (TA) adds another lens. In 
TA, the Parent–Adult–Child (PAC) ego states help 
explain interpersonal dynamics. A person operating 
unconsciously from their “Critical Parent” ego state 
may issue judgments masked as questions or advice. 
A coach embedded in unexamined privilege may 
unconsciously occupy the “one-up” position, 
speaking at rather than with their client. Over time, 
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these dynamics reinforce inequity and diminish 
relational safety. 

V. Working with the Shadow: From Blindness to 
Integration 

How, then, can this elusive fight with the shadow be 
engaged—especially in individuals who are not in 
crisis and whose lives appear “functional” or 
“successful”? 

1. Invitation to Disruption 
Often, it is only when something disrupts the ego’s 
narrative—a rupture in relationship, a moment of 
shame, or a painful confrontation—that the shadow 
can be glimpsed. Coaches, supervisors, and 
therapists must be attentive to these openings. 

2. Cultivating Self-Reflection 
Practices such as journaling, supervision, and 
guided inquiry can help surface latent beliefs. 
Questions like, “What about this person triggers 
me?” or “Whose voice am I hearing in my head 
right now?” can open a path inward. 

3. Decoding Projection 
When intense feelings toward others seem 
disproportionate, there is often projection at play. 
The therapeutic or supervisory space becomes vital 
for decoding: What am I seeing in them that I 
haven’t yet seen in myself? 

4. Naming the System 
Family-of-origin work can help individuals 
recognize that some of their most deeply held 
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“truths” are actually adaptations to an inherited 
system. When these truths are no longer useful—or 
are causing harm—they can be reexamined and 
potentially released. 

5. Embracing Complexity 
The shadow is not just where the ugliness lives. It is 
also where the unused gifts lie—the voice we never 
used, the anger we never claimed, the compassion 
we feared was weakness. Integration means 
reclaiming not just what we hate, but also what 
we have yet to become. 

VI. Conclusion: The Real Fight Is Not Against the 
Shadow—It Is Against the Denial of It 

To live without recognizing the shadow is not just 
dangerous—it is to live divided. And the tragedy is 
that this division is often invisible to those most 
deeply affected by it. As Jung warned, we can live 
out the shadow’s script believing it is our destiny. 
But the truth is, the script can be rewritten—if we are 
willing to see it. 

The real work of transformation begins not with 
brilliance, but with humility. It begins with a 
trembling willingness to say: Maybe I don’t know 
myself as well as I thought. 
And from there, we move. 
From blindness to sight. 
From projection to presence. 
From shadow to self. 
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The Armor We Wear: Defense 
Mechanisms, Shadow Projections, and 
the Cost to Human Connection in 
Coaching 

“The most terrifying thing is to accept oneself 
completely.” 
— Carl Jung 

In the sacred space of coaching, we like to believe 
we are creating environments of trust, presence, and 
forward movement. Yet beneath the surface of the 
best intentions, a quiet resistance often stirs—in the 
client, yes, but sometimes even more subtly in the 
coach. That resistance doesn’t always take the form 
of stubbornness or avoidance. It can be polished. 
Professional. Even clinical. 

This resistance is often the work of defense 
mechanisms—psychological processes that protect 
the ego from emotional pain, discomfort, or the 
confrontation of truth. These defenses, while 
adaptive in the moment, can undermine the growth 
process when left unexamined. And in coaching, 
when they remain unconscious in the coach, they can 
manifest through parallel 
processes, transference, countertransference, 
and transactional distortions—breaking the very 
human connection we seek to foster. 

Let us explore the roots, functions, and impact of 
these mechanisms—and how coaches must approach 
their own inner world with humility to avoid 
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becoming carriers of unspoken projections that stifle, 
rather than stimulate, transformation. 

I. A Brief History of Defense Mechanisms 

The concept of defense mechanisms was first 
introduced by Sigmund Freud, later expanded by 
his daughter Anna Freud, who offered a formal 
taxonomy in her seminal 1936 work The Ego and the 
Mechanisms of Defense. Originally situated within 
the psychoanalytic model, defense mechanisms were 
seen as the ego's tools to manage the tension between 
the unconscious id (instincts) and the moralistic 
superego (social constraints). 

Over time, defense mechanisms were recognized not 
only as neuroses but as normal psychological 
processes that everyone uses to some extent. Today, 
they are widely accepted across psychodynamic, 
humanistic, cognitive-behavioral, and systemic 
frameworks. Their universality makes them 
especially relevant in coaching, where unconscious 
defenses can show up disguised as skillful 
conversation or measured professionalism. 

II. Common Defense Mechanisms: A Quick 
Guide 

Below are several primary defense mechanisms, 
each with a brief definition: 

• Denial  
Refusing to acknowledge uncomfortable 
realities or emotions. 
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• Projection  
Attributing one’s unacceptable feelings or 
traits to others. 

• Rationalization  
Offering logical but false explanations to 
justify behaviors or beliefs. 

• Repression  
Unconsciously blocking threatening 
thoughts or memories from awareness. 

• Displacement  
Redirecting emotions from a dangerous 
target to a safer one (e.g., frustration at work 
taken out at home). 

• Reaction Formation  
Behaving in a way opposite to one’s actual 
feelings (e.g., acting overly friendly to 
someone you resent). 

• Intellectualization  
Using abstract thinking or analysis to avoid 
emotional engagement. 

• Sublimation  
Redirecting negative impulses into socially 
acceptable actions (e.g., channeling 
aggression into sports). 

• Compartmentalization  
Keeping conflicting beliefs or experiences in 
separate “mental boxes” to avoid 
discomfort. 

• Identification  
Adopting characteristics of someone else to 
reduce anxiety and bolster self-concept. 

III. Defense Mechanisms as Shadow Shields 

In Jungian terms, the shadow represents those 
aspects of ourselves we do not accept, understand, or 
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integrate—whether negative or deeply powerful. 
When defense mechanisms arise, they shield us 
from shadow contact, essentially protecting the ego 
from being overwhelmed by what lies beneath. 

But protection comes at a cost. 

By avoiding what’s inside us—fear, shame, 
resentment, even beauty—we distance ourselves not 
just from our shadow, but from authentic 
connection. And in coaching, where connection is 
the catalyst for transformation, this becomes 
profoundly disruptive. 

Defense mechanisms, when used unconsciously by 
coaches, can produce: 

• Projection: The coach sees in the client a 
trait they despise in themselves. 

• Intellectualization: Sessions that stay 
technical, avoiding emotional engagement. 

• Reaction Formation: Overcompensating 
with positivity or encouragement to hide 
doubt or fear. 

• Denial: Ignoring signs of trauma, resistance, 
or emotional misalignment in the client. 

IV. Parallel Process, Transference, and 
Transactional Distortions 

In supervision and advanced coaching practice, these 
defense patterns often manifest as parallel 
processes—where the emotional dynamics between 
coach and client mirror those in other systems (e.g., 
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the client’s relationship with a boss or parent being 
unconsciously reenacted with the coach). 

In transference, a client may unconsciously place 
the coach in a symbolic role from their past. But 
in countertransference, it is the coach who 
unconsciously projects their unresolved patterns onto 
the client—often through their own defenses. 

Transactional Analysis adds another layer. When 
coaches operate from an unaware “Parent” ego state, 
they may unconsciously lecture, protect, or correct 
rather than coach. Alternatively, a coach may slip 
into the “Child” state—seeking approval or 
becoming avoidant. These interactions are often the 
expression of defenses attempting to maintain 
control or avoid discomfort. 

What emerges is not coaching—it’s role-play 
within the unconscious. 

V. How Defense Mechanisms Sabotage Growth 

At their core, defense mechanisms resist emotional 
vulnerability, and thus hinder the very relational 
qualities that coaching seeks to cultivate: 

• Humility becomes arrogance masked as 
expertise. 

• Empathy becomes condescension or 
distancing. 

• Curiosity becomes performance. 

When defenses dominate, the coach's presence 
becomes reactive rather than responsive. They 
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unconsciously serve their own emotional 
protection, rather than the client’s growth. 

Moreover, defense mechanisms sabotage the 
coach’s self-development. Coaches who avoid 
supervision, fear feedback, or overly intellectualize 
the coaching space may be operating from a 
defended place—thereby limiting their own 
potential and projecting their shadow outward in 
unseen ways. 

VI. The Path Toward Integration: From Defense 
to Awareness 

So how do we move from armored defenses to 
authentic presence? 

1. Supervision as a Mirror 
A skilled supervisor helps surface parallel 
processes and shadow projections—not to 
shame, but to reveal and reframe. 

2. Ongoing Shadow Work 
Journaling, therapy, and personal inquiry 
can help identify defense patterns, where 
they originated, and how they show up 
today. 

3. Relational Humility 
Coaches must approach every client with the 
awareness that I, too, have a blind spot. This 
openness is the first crack in the armor. 

4. Feeling the Discomfort 
Defenses exist to avoid pain. But that pain 
often holds the gold of transformation. A 
willingness to feel—really feel—is essential. 
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5. Language of Ownership 
Using statements like, “I noticed I reacted 
strongly when you said that” invites 
exploration over protection. 

VII. Conclusion: When the Coach Becomes 
Human 

In the spirit of showing up as a human, coaches must 
be willing to become students of their own psyche. 
The defenses we carry are not flaws—they 
are historical adaptations meant to help us survive. 
But in adulthood, and especially in coaching, 
survival is not the goal—liberation is. 

To do this work well, we must be willing to meet the 
shadow—not once, but over and over again. We must 
name the projections, release the armor, and embrace 
the paradox that growth requires us to be both 
powerful and vulnerable. 

Because in the end, coaching is not just a method—
it is a mirror. And the clearer the coach’s mirror, the 
more clearly the client can see themselves. 

Why Am I Afraid to Tell You Who I 
Am? 
By John Powell – A Reflection on Vulnerability, 
Authenticity, and the Human Encounter in Coaching 

One of the most significant questions we can ask as 
we wrestle with coaching development—and with 
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showing up as a real, present, and human being—is: 
“What keeps us from being real?” 

While this question threads through much of this 
book’s heart, there is one phrase—one reflection—
that has echoed in my mind for nearly four decades. 
It comes from John Powell, a Jesuit priest and 
psychologist who authored a now-classic book 
titled Why Am I Afraid to Tell You Who I Am?. This 
book, though published in the 1960s, remains a 
relevant, tender mirror to the human dilemma of self-
concealment. 

Powell’s core hypothesis is both simple and piercing: 

“I am afraid to tell you who I am, because if I tell 
you who I am and you don’t like it, that’s all I 
have.” 

With that one sentence, Powell names the central fear 
that keeps so many of us hidden—not just from 
others, but from ourselves. Vulnerability, in his 
framing, is not merely a risk—it is a deep existential 
exposure. It is the fear that our true self, if seen, will 
be rejected. And so, we hide. We project. We 
perform. 

A Summary of Powell’s Work 

In Why Am I Afraid to Tell You Who I Am?, Powell 
presents the human personality as layered—a series 
of masks or personas that individuals wear to survive 
socially, emotionally, and even spiritually. His 
reflections are rooted in psychology but applied with 
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pastoral and human warmth. Key points from the 
book include: 

1. The Layers of the False Self 
People often present a “surface self” to the 
world—polished, strategic, likable—while 
concealing their fears, desires, wounds, and 
yearnings. These masks are defenses 
constructed early in life, reinforced by 
painful experiences and social conditioning. 

2. Fear of Rejection 
The central reason people withhold 
authenticity is the deep belief that who they 
truly are may not be enough—or worse, may 
be unlovable. Vulnerability feels like 
emotional nakedness, and Powell names the 
fear of "emotional annihilation" that comes 
with potential rejection. 

3. Honesty as Healing 
Powell doesn’t stop with diagnosis—he also 
prescribes a path. That path is the courage 
to risk revealing oneself. He asserts that true 
relationships—whether romantic, spiritual, 
or professional—can only grow when 
honesty is prioritized over image. 

4. Growth through Acceptance 
One of Powell’s most pastoral insights is 
that we grow by facing, naming, and sharing 
who we really are. Acceptance, both from 
within and from others, becomes a catalyst 
for healing and transformation. 

5. The Call to Christians (and Beyond) 
Though framed within a Christian context, 
Powell’s challenge transcends religious 
boundaries: live from the center of your 
truth. The call to authenticity is not self-
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indulgence—it is spiritual responsibility. 
The more real we are, the more human we 
become. 

Integrating Powell into the Coaching Context 

For coaches, mentors, and supervisors, Powell’s 
message is more than inspirational—it is 
instructional. 

Coaches are often trained in techniques of empathy, 
reflection, and inquiry. But what happens when the 
coach’s own authenticity is hidden behind 
performance? When presence is substituted with 
professionalism? When discomfort is masked with 
“neutrality”? 

Powell’s work reminds us that coaching presence is 
not about perfection—it is about realness. It is 
about a willingness to say, “I don’t know.” A 
willingness to admit, “That session stirred something 
in me.” A humble posture that is not afraid of being 
human first, coach second. 

In supervision, Powell’s insights speak directly to 
the parallel process. Coaches who are afraid to 
tell their supervisor who they are—what they’re 
really feeling or fearing—may also unconsciously 
inhibit their clients from being honest with them. 
This creates a mirrored dynamic of guardedness, 
projection, and subtle emotional avoidance. 

Powell’s reminder is powerful: 
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“Telling people who we really are might just be 
okay.” 

Not always. Vulnerability, as you’ve wisely noted, 
can result in betrayal, misunderstanding, even harm. 
Many of us have scars to prove it. But in the long arc 
of growth, Powell argues, the cost of not being real 
is far greater than the risk of being rejected. 

For coaches and those who guide others, this means 
that authenticity must be modeled, not just 
facilitated. When we risk showing up fully, we do not 
weaken the space—we deepen its humanity. We 
create a climate where the client feels they, too, can 
be whole. 

Final Thought 

Powell’s book may be decades old, but his insight 
remains timeless: 
The fear of being seen is often the last barrier 
between us and the life we are meant to live. 

And so, we offer this as a closing invitation in our 
conversation on the coaching mindset: 

Let us be coaches who are unafraid to show up as 
human. 
Let us be willing to tell the truth about who we are. 
Let us practice what we invite others to become. 

Because maybe—just maybe—that kind of courage 
is the beginning of everything. 
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working	 with	 multicultural	 teams	 on	 coaching	
competency	development.	

	


