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What’s Your Dissertation?

Usually something scientific-sounding or 
psychological-sounding

“American Democratic Faith”

Doan Prize for Philosophy of Religion

Billings Prize for Excellence in 
Scholarship



What’s That?

During the 19th century a group of american 
philosophers and writers crafted a “faith,” a 
system of healthy living.

Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803-1882)

Henry David Thoreau (1817-1862)

Walt Whitman (1819-1892)

Herman Melville (1819-1891)

They called it “Soul.”



In Modern Times
The study of the traits of thriving people

Martin Seligman

Ed Diener

Carol Dweck

Barbara Fredrickson

They call it “Positive Psychology”



Based My Life On It.
Adrenocortical Hyperfunction

Ability to process and release negative 
emotions.

Ability to maintain a state of tranquility.

I call it Positive Psychology when talking 
to Psychologists. I call it Living with Soul 
in my own mind. I call it Holding Space when 
talking to Others. 



ONE-MINUTE WORLD NEWS

Happiness has been linked to improve
health before

 Essentially spending a few
minutes each day truly relaxed
and enjoying yourself is certainly
good for your mental health and
may improve your physical health
as well 

Dr Karina Davidson

Being happy and staying
positive may help ward off
heart disease, a study
suggests.

US researchers monitored the
health of 1,700 people over 10
years, finding the most anxious
and depressed were at the
highest risk of the disease.

They could not categorically prove
happiness was protective, but
said people should try to enjoy themselves.

But experts suggested the findings may be of limited use as an
individual's approach to life was often ingrained.

At the start of the study, which was published in the European Heart
Journal, participants were assessed for emotions ranging from
hostility and anxiousness to joy, enthusiasm and contentment.

They were given a rating on a five-point scale to score their level of
positive emotions.

By the end of the analysis, some 145 had developed heart disease -
less than one in 10.

But for each rise in the happiness scale there was a 22% lower risk
of developing heart disease.

The team believes happier people
may have better sleeping patterns,
less liable to suffer stress and
more able to move on from
upsetting experiences - all of
which can put physical strain on
the body.

Lead researcher Dr Karina Davidson admitted more research was
needed into the link, but said she would still recommend that people
try to develop a more positive outlook.

She said all too often people just waited for their "two weeks of
vacation to have fun" when instead they should seek enjoyment each
day.

"If you enjoy reading novels, but never get around to it, commit to
getting 15 minutes or so of reading in.

"If walking or listening to music improves you mood, get those
activities in your schedule.

"Essentially spending a few minutes each day truly relaxed and
enjoying yourself is certainly good for your mental health and may
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Spirituality

Not the same as religion

This isn’t a theology, it’s more of a 
philosophy of mind and intuition

Everyone should be able to relate



Core Notions

1. Keep a Larger Perspective

2. Keep to a Simple Lifestyle

3. Self-Reliance.

4. Attend to those things that create a 
sense of mystery, wonder and awe.



Holding Space



How I noticed It

Clinical Pastoral Education 1977

One of the first approved Centers for Chemotherapy 
Research. Ward I4.

“If you can keep your head when everyone about you 
is losing theirs and blame it on you...You’ll be a Man, 
my Son.”  -Rudyard Kipling (“If”)

Also, everyone will think you know what you are 
doing.



Holding Space

Being Present when something Big is 
happening.

death

conflict

stress

Staying Calm at the same time. Avoiding 
“Reactivity.”



If you Can Hold the Space

Wonderful Things Happen

People relax and calm

Reconciliation is possible

A sense of touching something deeper

It’s what every Helping Professional tries 
to do. Therapists call this a “Non-Reactive 
Presence.” 



Rabbi Isaac Luria

1534-1572

Qabbala

Originally only God existed. For Creation 
to happen, God “concentrated” himself, 
pulling inward to create space.

God holds all of Creation within Himself.



Core Notions

If you put the thoughts of the American 
Philosophers in a crucible and boil them 
down, you end up with four concepts.

Perspective

Simplicity

Self-Reliance

Nature



A Closer Look



1. Perspective



Distractions Distract

Any over-focus prevents us from seeing 
what is really happening. 

To see the Big Picture requires an attitude 
of tranquility.

Once we attain tranquility, we understand 
things we did not understand before.



Stuff Happens
We get so focused on dealing with our 
responsibilities and cares that we fail to see 
what is actually going on in our lives

We’re so concerned with counting the 
bounces of the basket ball we don’t see the 
guy in the gorilla suit.

We’re so concerned with our worries we don’t 
see the presence of “Something More” in our 
lives.

My surgical loss-of-perspective



So the Recommendation

Be sure there is “space” in your life for 
contemplation--to see the “Big Picture.”

The Study/Reflection chamber/IPOP

A Discipline of Contemplation is 
maintained (the American Philosophers 
used daily walks as a form of 
contemplation)

The Soul-Friend system



2. Simplicity



Dangers of Clutter

It’s one more “bouncing ball” that keeps our 
focus off what’s really important.

It’s an energy thief.

The American Philosophers declared war on 
both physical and emotional clutter. 

They saw it as a sign of a disordered mind.



Physical Clutter
Took Inspiration from both classical 
antiquity and the Shaker and Quaker 
traditions.



How I Do It #1
Nothing on any horizontal surface, unless 
there is a reason for it to be there.

Table Tops are expected to be empty.

Papers are filed, or scanned and discarded.

Music, photos and books are increasingly 
digital.

Things are kept only if there is a reason not 
to throw them away.



How I Do It #2

“Treasures” are photographed and then 
given to people who would appreciate 
owning them.

“Problem Areas” are regularly purged as a 
family discipline.

“House Rules” keep family members from 
getting careless.

Housework is done by “Zone Cleaning,” 
Check out Flylady.com for more details



Simple Home

Less stressful, more 
appealing, easier to clean

Minimal furniture, clear 
surfaces, accent 
decorations, place for 
everything, quality over 
quantity

One room/time, start with 
furniture, clear floors & 
surfaces, simple windows 
and periodic editing 



Today

Make a short list of the most important 
things.

Purge a drawer

Simplify your To-Do list

Clean your sink, desk, email in-box

Single-Task



Emotional Clutter

Most people live their lives with depression about the 
past and anxiety about the future.

Draw a line through time and decide what is on the 
other side of that line does not matter.

Mental Hygiene. Keep relationships orderly.

Some are complete.

Some are toxic and need to be locked away. It is 
healthy to avoid people who harm you.



2. Self-Reliance



"Nothing at last is sacred but 
the integrity of your own 
mind."  
-Ralph Waldo Emerson, from Self-Reliance



Self-Reliance

The need for each individual to avoid 
conformity and false consistency and 
follow his or her own instincts and ideas.

“If others like it, well. If others do not 
like it, well.”

It is intended as a starting point, not a 
goal. The point isn’t to be an odd person. 
The point is to be true to your inner self.



Source of Truth

The ultimate source of truth is within 
ourselves. 

When we find something we agree with or 
feel a resonance with, it’s because we 
recognize that it is in harmony with our 
internal truth.

Plato taught much the same thing.



Not Narcissism

If what we find inside ourselves is true, it 
will also resonate with others. 

Others will understand and accept, even 
if they don’t entirely agree. This is the 
sign that we have hit on our inner truth.

Stand by what you believe that others 
recognize as “Your Truth.”



Personal Style

Self is more attractive 
then Non-Self.

So have style. Your 
style. A little 
individuality never 
hurt anyone.

“Boots, Capes and 
Swords, oh my...”



Defense Mechanisms
=df The Unconscious 
effort to protect 
ourselves from anxiety 
by diversion, distortion 
or intimidation.

Repression

Rationalization

Projection

Reaction Formation

Displacement

Identification

Regression

Fantasy

Intellectualization

Denial

Sublimation



Not All Defenses Are Bad

But they all cloud reality. 

You don’t need to justify yourself. No one 
can please everyone. No one can be liked by 
everyone.

You don’t need to get others to agree with 
you.

You can never get enough of what you don’t 
really need. Learn to rely on yourself.



Tyranny of the Urgent

The “Urgent” is what other people want you 
to do.

The “Important” is what you need to do to be 
happy.

It’s possible to become so wound up in the 
Urgent that you never get to anything 
Important.

It takes more energy to say “No.”



4. Nature



We’ve Lost Something

Thomas Moore, The Re-Enchantment of Everyday Life

Dangers of a flattened Universe

We long for “Patterns That Connect”

To be healthy we need things that draw us beyond 
ourselves to “Something More.”

pictures of mountains or sky

Harry Potter, Narnia, Oz, Inklings



Without Mystery... 

We can’t be positive.

If all there is, is 
nothing special, how 
can any of us have 
hope?



The world is too much with us; late and soon,
Getting and spending, we lay waste our powers;
Little we see in Nature that is ours;
We have given our hearts away, a sordid boon!
This Sea that bares her bosom to the moon,
The winds that will be howling at all hours,
And are up-gathered now like sleeping flowers,
For this, for everything, we are out of tune;
It moves us not.--Great God! I'd rather be
A Pagan suckled in a creed outworn;
So might I, standing on this pleasant lea, 
Have glimpses that would make me less forlorn;
Have sight of Proteus rising from the sea;
Or hear old Triton blow his wreathed horn.

Wm. Wordsworth



We Need Mystery

Depth Psychology teaches that the cause of 
much modern mental illness is:

The loss of a deeper sense of connection 
to something larger than ourselves.

The loss of a sense of poetic justice.

Amulets and Talismans; Things that Enchant



In Conclusion



Holding Space/Soul
1. Keep Perspective - so you see the guy in 
the gorilla Suit

2. Simplicity - So you don’t get distracted 
and robbed of your life’s energy.

3. Self-Reliance - So you don’t waste your 
time trying to please people who can’t be 
pleased.

4. Nature - Stay attached to things that 
bring wonder, mystery and awe into your 
life. 



Thank You!


