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Clarifying Intent 
by TOM HURLEY 

When we embark on a journey, clarifying intent is our crucial first step. Knowing what we 
want and establishing a clear, conscious aim opens the door for all that will follow and 
continually orients us on the path. It becomes a touchstone for every turning. 

 
We must have a pure, honest, and warm-hearted motivation, and on top of that, 

determination, optimism, hope, and the ability not to be discouraged. The whole of 
humanity depends on this motivation. – His Holiness the Dalai Lama 

 
In many ways, there is nothing special about this practice. Goal-setting is an important 
element of effective planning or strong program design; clarity of purpose is increasingly 
recognized as essential for organizational effectiveness. Being mindful of such issues is a 
vital dimension of collaboration and community life. As an archetypal practice, however, 
clarifying intent is more than a phase or dimension of group process, project 
management, or organizational design. 

 
Archetypally, clarifying intent is akin to prayer. Like contemplatives steeped in a 
monastery’s silence, we quiet our thoughts, open our hearts, and plant the tiny seed of 
intention in the rich soil of spirit. We water the seed with sustained awareness, nourish it 
with compassion, feel it quicken in the subtle energetic fields of consciousness. We are 
not attached to the fruits it will bear; our work is to care for the seed. Attention invests 
our intention with power, even as we are calling upon powers beyond our own to help 
realize our aims, likely in ways we neither predict nor control. 

 
Clarifying intent invites us to explore the hidden rooms of the heart and the potent 
currents that stir the soul. It calls us both to focus and purify our aims, discerning what 
we really want amid the many needs and desires that clamor for attention. As an aim 
that transcends the small self (or narrow group needs) awakens, we may experience the 
emergence of sacred intent where self, soul, and world intersect. 

 
Recently I have worked with a particular intention that is especially powerful with respect 
to the co-development of personal and collective potential. In working with groups, I 
consciously affirm an unconditional desire for and commitment to finding solutions that 
serve the highest good of the whole and all who comprise it. The group, or individual 
participants in the group, may also have other, more specific aims or intentions. But the 
intention for, and orientation to, the highest good for each and all serves as our 
fundamental and ever-present touchstone. It is an invocation more than an agenda, a 
powerful tone that reverberates through visible and invisible realms to attract all who 
support our effort. Clear strong intent is a potent attractor in the field of Being. 

 
In my experience, this conscious focus both on the integrity and well-being of the whole 
– whether a dyad, group, organization, or community – and on the integrity and well- 
being of each person or part of the whole is subtle and important. Focusing only on the 
whole, or only on the individuals who comprise the whole, will invariably be sub-optimal. 
We may focus so much on a particular vision concerning the well-being of the whole that 
we inadvertently force individuals to silence or subjugate themselves. Then we come up 
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with solutions for the whole that do not fully draw from or reflect the depth, diversity, 
and dimensionality of all participants. Alternately, we may put so much emphasis on 
individuals pursuing their own self-discovery or personal ends that we fail to recognize 
that “the center cannot hold,” that the integrity of the whole has been sacrificed to 
individual autonomy or the needs of subgroups. 

 
I experienced the power of holding an intent for the good of each and all first-hand when 
working with ten technical assistance providers from around the world to form a global 
network in management and leadership for health. We had four days in which to 
accomplish a set of goals that, at the outset, every member of the group felt would be 
impossible to complete. Even though I had designed the agenda and assured participants 
that with sustained effort (and grace!) we could succeed, I, too, secretly felt it would be 
a miracle if we accomplished all we had set out to do. 

 
From start to finish, I held the intention that whatever occurred be for the highest good 
of each individually and of all collectively. I was mindful of this intention in designing the 
meeting and regularly affirmed it in the days leading up to our gathering. I encouraged 
other members of the core team to hold our work in the same spirit. We were completely 
committed to helping those gathered achieve the more specific goals on which we had 
agreed – work necessary if the network was to form – but this aim had within it the seed 
of our more fundamental intention. 

 
During the meeting, I renewed this intention each morning by spending time alone, 
envisioning each participant in the mind’s eye, holding him or her in my heart’s hands, 
and one by one articulating my wish in relation to each of them specifically. I then did 
the same for the group as a whole, and prayed for my being able to serve in whatever 
way would help us realize the intention. 

 
Midway through our four days together, none of us were certain we would succeed. We 
began to concentrate with a laser-like focus on key outcomes and “astonishing efficiency” 
while refusing to compromise integrity, excellence, or depth. Our overarching intent, 
consciously articulated, served as a catalytic field for the effort. By the time we departed 
on the final afternoon, every single item on our “to do” list ticked off, we all felt as if we 
had participated in something extraordinary. Co-creative work exceeding our 
expectations had been done, and every person had made important contributions. Each 
participant’s needs and interests had been addressed, and all felt enriched and enlarged 
by the collective result. Our conscious efforts had been the vehicle through which we 
achieved success, but intent had organized and activated the field in which our work 
unfolded, guiding us in ways we could not have anticipated. 

 
Clarifying intent focuses and directs the magnetic, attractive power of the soul, spirit, or 
being. It activates the associative networks and the non-local connections of the mind 
and heart. It opens the subtle pathways of the body and its mysterious energy systems. 
It calls to capacities we have already developed and others that are latent, awaiting 
development and expression. It grows us by calling into our lives and work that which 
will challenge us. It acts as a lodestone that magnetizes the field, bringing our many 
disparate energies and identities into coherent relationship. 

 
Excerpted from 
Archetypal Practices for Collective Wisdom: 
Timeless Ways of Evolving Personal and Collective Capacity 
http://www.collectivewisdominitiative.org/papers/hurley_archetypal.htm 


