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Introduction

Heart is sea,
language is shore.
Whatever sea includes,
will hit the shore.

—RUMI

How It Started

I am not a sentimental keeper of things.

Maybe it’s because I come from a long line of people who hold on to everything—every receipt and photo and old department store box. From the time I was in my early twenties, I often had the unenviable task of packing up the houses of relatives who could no longer live at home or who had died. If the movie montage version of this chore exists, I’ve never experienced it. It’s miserable.

First, no one in my family is going to admit that they might, at some point, get sick or die. My people die with a look of defiance on their face and shit in every drawer. This leaves me and my sisters packing, crying, cussing, and using every single tool we’ve learned in therapy to resist turning on one another when we’re exhausted. That’s actually the only time we laugh—when one of us says “I wish I could take out my rage on y’all” and the other two, without even looking up, say, “Yeah. Same.”

There is nothing sweet about packing up. It’s hard physical work and an emotional minefield. Do I keep it? Do I trash it when no one is looking? Should I feel bad? Am I bad? Maybe I should box it all up and let my kids deal with it when it






[image: A handwritten note, with a photograph of Berne Brown on top.]



































How It’s Going

















Making Meaning







	Individual-specific reactions to experiences

	Sensitivity to events

	Your mind’s reaction to experience

	The description of intangible human feelings, the powerful internal sensations that color our every experience.16
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You Are Here















	Understand how they show up in our bodies and why (biology)

	Get curious about how our families and communities shape our beliefs about the connection between our feelings, thoughts, and behavior (biography)

	Examine our go-to (behaviors), and

	Recognize the context of what we’re feeling or thinking. What brought this on? (backstory)







Cultivating Meaningful Connection

Theory


It is a capital mistake to theorize before one has data.1 Insensibly one begins to twist facts to suit theories, instead of theories to suit facts.

—ARTHUR CONAN DOYLE, “A Scandal in Bohemia”



I’ll never forget the day when Dr. Paul Raffoul, my epistemology professor, drew the circle of science on the board. It was my first class in the social work doctoral program at the University of Houston, and seeing that circle on the board felt like a moment from a Dan Brown book. It was the PhD student’s first clue to finding the inner sanctum. Dr. Raffoul was one of the few faculty members that I continued to address as “Dr.” even after I was hired as a tenure-track assistant professor and we became colleagues. He always wore a suit and tie with a coordinating U of H baseball cap, and he always had a twinkle in his eye when he talked about that circle. It’s like he was thinking, You have no idea what I’m talking about right now, oh, but you will. All will be revealed.
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As a grounded theory researcher, I work up from the bottom of that circle, following an inductive approach and generating theories from mostly qualitative data. I’ll occasionally use quantitative methods for something, but I love language, words, and story. The theories that I develop are then often tested using deductive and quantitative methods. Some old-school deductive folks argue that their approach is the most valuable, but today there’s a widely held belief that we need both. We should not test and build on theories that are just conjecture—especially when it comes to hypothesizing about underrepresented groups while knowing very little about their stories and lived experiences. Having an empirically based theory adds to the rigor of science. The value is in the full circle. (PS: I think the circle of science would be way more popular if we had an Elton John song like “The Circle of Life.”2)

The word “theory” is not as complicated as it sounds. We all have theories. For example, you probably have a theory about the traffic patterns by your house, or the reason one team at work is always late delivering projects, or why your parents get to the airport six hours before their flight departs. We theorize all day long.

I think the best definition is from behavioral scientist Fred Kerlinger (another great teaching from Dr. Raffoul’s course). Kerlinger defines theory as: “A set of interrelated constructs (concepts), definitions, and propositions that present a systematic view of phenomena specifying relations among variables, with the purpose of explaining and predicting the phenomena.”3

If you break down your theory about the traffic patterns in your neighborhood, it will more than likely include propositions and concepts that come together to paint a picture of what’s going on (for example, the number of cars at the high rise down the street, the line getting out of the grocery store, the need for a light at a busy intersection, the new school zone, etc.). Theorizing is part of meaning-making—it’s how we explain the relationships between different variables.

The only difference between our everyday theories about how things work and the inductive research I do is that my theories are based on observations or data that we methodically collect and analyze. We observe the traffic, count the cars, pull data from the city, time the lights, review accident reports, interview neighbors, and generate a theory or a hypothesis: If we do this, then … Or, these changes will have a positive effect on …

Once the theory is out in the world, my research colleagues may come behind me and test that theory deductively by temporarily setting up stop signs or traffic lights and analyzing the outcome. Part of the beauty of the circle of science is its iterative nature—researchers test and retest, from the bottom up and from the top down. The findings evolve and our level of understanding keeps getting closer and closer to “truth.” It may seem as if the findings are changing or the initial findings were wrong. But often it is the case that new data has given us a more accurate understanding of the data that came before. This, my friends, is the circle of science. (By the way, I’m totally asking Elton John and Brandi Carlile to do a duet on this. TikTok, we’re coming for you.)

Near Enemies

Now that I’ve forced you through a primer on theory building, I’m going to share a new theory with you that’s the culmination of my work since the beginning—and I do mean the very start. My dissertation is actually on connection. This new work is a theory on cultivating meaningful connection.

While this new theory draws heavily on all my previous work, there was something missing—a piece that I couldn’t quite figure out until I started this research. That elusive piece was rediscovering the Buddhist concept of near enemies. Studying near enemies took me down the research rabbit hole, and the more I read, the more I realized that for years I’ve underestimated this concept’s power and contribution to explaining human behavior.

I explained it in Chapter Seven where we talk about pity being the near enemy of compassion, but before we get to the new theory, I want to dig deeper. Several writers and researchers whose work I admire and turn to often, including Kristin Neff, Chris Germer, and Jack Kornfield, write about near enemies. To get our heads and hearts around this concept, I thought I’d share a different definition and a couple of examples.

In an incredibly timely and powerful article, “The Near and Far Enemies of Fierce Compassion,” Chris Germer writes, “Near enemies are states that appear similar to the desired quality but actually undermine it.4 Far enemies are the opposite of what we are trying to achieve. For example, a near enemy of loving-kindness is sentimentality—similar but different. A far enemy of loving-kindness is ill will—the opposite of loving-kindness. Similarly, a near enemy of compassion is pity and a far enemy is cruelty.”

Without the language of near and far enemies, and without the tools of emotional granularity and self-awareness, the difference between how we want to show up and the near enemies of these practices feels nuanced. But this type of nuance predicts the difference between wholeheartedness and brokenheartedness.

Jack Kornfield explains that near enemies may seem like the qualities that we believe are important, and may even be mistaken for them, but they are different and often undermine our practices. He writes, “The near enemies depict how spirituality can be misunderstood or misused to separate us from life.”5

When I read that last sentence, I had to break it down and reread it about twenty times:

“The near enemies depict how spirituality can be misunderstood or misused to separate us from life.”

I define spirituality as the deeply held belief that we are inextricably connected to each other by something greater than ourselves. I have friends who are atheists who every day practice inextricable connection—they hurt when others hurt and they know that none of us are free until all of us are free. I have friends who talk endlessly about their religion and wear scripture on their T-shirts, yet demonstrate no connection to anyone’s suffering but their own and maybe that of the people in their immediate circle. I make this point because we’re not talking about religion here. We’re talking about the irrepressible human spirit.

When I look at Kornfield’s sentence and think about my twenty-plus years of research on connection, my translation is:

On the surface, the near enemies of emotions or experiences might look and even feel like connection, but ultimately they drive us to be disconnected from ourselves and from each other. Without awareness, near enemies become the practices that fuel separation, rather than practices that reinforce the inextricable connection of all people.

This is huge.

To really get this concept in our bones, I want to share two more examples with you from Jack Kornfield.

On love, he writes;


The near enemy of love is attachment.6 Attachment masquerades as love. It says, “I will love this person (because I need something from them).” Or, “I’ll love you if you’ll love me back. I’ll love you, but only if you will be the way I want.” This isn’t the fullness of love. Instead there is attachment—there is clinging and fear. True love allows, honors, and appreciates; attachment grasps, demands, needs, and aims to possess.



On equanimity, he writes:


The near enemy of equanimity is indifference or callousness.7 We may appear serene if we say, “I’m not attached. It doesn’t matter what happens anyway, because it’s all transitory.” We feel a certain peaceful relief because we withdraw from experience and from the energies of life. But indifference is based on fear. True equanimity is not a withdrawal; it is a balanced engagement with all aspects of life.

It is opening to the whole of life with composure and ease of mind, accepting the beautiful and terrifying nature of all things.



I needed the concept of near enemies because when it comes to cultivating meaningful connection, the far enemies—the real opposites—are not what get in the way most of the time. They’re easy to recognize—we don’t get tricked into believing that everything is okay; they are up front with their disconnection. It’s the near enemies of connection—the imposters that can look and feel like cultivating closeness—that sabotage relationships and leave us feeling alone and in pain. And because they’re so stealthy, we often internalize the pain and think that something is wrong with us. Near enemies can feel like manipulation and even gaslighting. Of course the far enemies destroy connection too—but you see them coming.

A Grounded Theory on Cultivating Meaningful Connection

Cultivating meaningful connection is a daring and vulnerable practice that requires grounded confidence, the courage to walk alongside others, and story stewardship. I’m not going to walk you through every element of the theory—most are self-explanatory now that we have the language—but I do want to give you an overview and introduce you to some new concepts. As we talk about the theory, you’ll see that each of the three major categories that support cultivating meaningful connection has its own near and far enemies, as does each of the skill sets that support those categories.

    Developing Grounded Confidence

I first introduced the term grounded confidence in Dare to Lead.8 The core learning in Dare to Lead is that it’s not fear that gets in the way of courage, it’s armor—how we self-protect when we feel uncertain or fearful. Our armoring behaviors keep us from showing up in ways that are aligned with our values. As we learn to recognize and remove our armor, we replace it with grounded confidence. The concept was in its infancy when I wrote about it several years ago. It only included three properties: the abilities to rumble with vulnerability, stay curious, and practice new skills. What you see now is a much fuller concept with more properties. And my guess is that we’ll continue to work on this for years to come.

[image: A flow chart titled “cultivating meaningful connection” leads to grounded confidence, the courage to walk alongside, and story stewardship. Below, connection is defined.]

A Grounded Theory on

CULTIVATING

MEANINGFUL

CONNECTION

by Brené Brown

Developing Grounded Confidence

Practicing the Courage to Walk Alongside

Practicing Story Stewardship

CONNECTION is the energy that exists between people when they feel seen, heard, and valued; when they can give and receive without judgment; and when they derive sustenance and strength from the relationship.
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SKILL SET 1 FOR CULTIVATING MEANINGFUL CONNECTION


	SKILL SETS FOR CULTIVATING MEANINGFUL CONNECTION	NEAR ENEMIES	FAR ENEMIES

	Developing GROUNDED CONFIDENCE (LEARNING & IMPROVING)	KNOWING AND PROVING	PROTECTING FRAGILE SELF – WORTH

	Knowing and applying the language of human experience and emotion	Shaping emotion and experience to fit what we know	Acting out, shutting down, or giving up

	Practicing courage	Not owning our hurt, pain, and fear. “Everything is fine.”	Choosing armor or comfort over courage

	Rumbling with vulnerability	Performing and/or avoiding vulnerability	Shutting down or acting out in vulnerability

	Staying curious	Challenging & criticizing more than exploring and contributing	Showing indifference, disinterest, defensiveness

	Practicing humility	Confusing modesty and insecurity with humility	Hustling and hubris

	Committing to mastery and practice	Self-protecting with perfectionism	Getting stuck in fear and shame

	Feeling embodied and connected to self	Thinking and acting our emotions without feeling them	Feeling disembodied and disconnected from ourselves
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SKILL SET 2 FOR CULTIVATING MEANINGFUL CONNECTION


	SKILL SETS FOR CULTIVATING MEANINGFUL CONNECTION	NEAR ENEMIES	FAR ENEMIES

	Practicing THE COURAGE TO WALK ALONGSIDE	CONTROLLING THE PATH	WALKING AWAY

	Knowing and applying the language of human experience and emotion	Shaping emotion and experience to fit what we know	Acting out, shutting down, or giving up

	Committing to be other-focused	Performing concern while trying to control or distance	Defaulting to self-protecting and self-focused

	Practicing compassion	Showing pity and comparing suffering	Cruelty and/or creating distance, separation, disconnection, and treating others like they’re invisible

	Practicing empathy	Defaulting to sympathy and other empathy misses	Creating distance, separation, disconnection, and treating others like they’re invisible
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SKILL SET 2 FOR CULTIVATING MEANINGFUL CONNECTION


	SKILL SETS FOR CULTIVATING MEANINGFUL CONNECTION	NEAR ENEMIES	FAR ENEMIES

	Practicing THE COURAGE TO WALK ALONGSIDE	CONTROLLING THE PATH	WALKING AWAY

	Practicing non-judgment	Performing non-judgment but judging, comparing, blaming, and distancing	Judging

	Sharing “power with” and “power to”	“Helping” by trying to control people, perceptions, or outcomes	Leveraging power over

	Being relational	Being transactional; connecting for gain, fitting in, or control	Disengaging and disconnecting

	Disengaging and disconnecting	Becoming enmeshed or creating distance	Being enmeshed or building walls
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SKILL SET 3 FOR CULTIVATING MEANINGFUL CONNECTION


	SKILL SETS FOR CULTIVATING MEANINGFUL CONNECTION	NEAR ENEMIES	FAR ENEMIES

	Practicing STORY STEWARDSHIP (HONORING STORY AS SACRED)	PERFORMING CONNECTION WHILE DRIVING DISCONNECTION	NOT VALUING STORY DAMAGING TRUST & SELF-TRUST

	Knowing and applying the language of human experience and emotion	Shaping emotion and experience to fit what we know	Acting out, shutting down, or giving up

	Rumbling with story – listening, discovering, and staying curious	Creating separation by knowing, advice-giving, and problem solving	Showing indifference, disinterest, dismissing, or diminishing

	Building narrative trust – believing, acknowledging, and affirming	Disconnecting through: Narrative takeover Narrative tap-out (including performative affirmation)	Fueling narrative distrust Diminishing the humanity of others and ourselves






Developing grounded confidence is driven by a commitment to learning and improving. Its near enemy is knowing and proving. In our culture, we’re quick to mistake knowing and proving for confidence, when they’re actually a function of low self-worth. Fragile self-worth is the far enemy of grounded confidence. A fragile self-worth drives us to self-protect at all costs.

The last skill under this category is feeling embodied and connected to self. We don’t talk enough about the importance of embodiment and what happens to us when we’re disconnected from our physical selves. In his book The Body Keeps the Score, trauma researcher Bessel van der Kolk writes, “Trauma victims cannot recover until they become familiar with and befriend the sensations in their bodies.9 Being frightened means that you live in a body that is always on guard. Angry people live in angry bodies. The bodies of child-abuse victims are tense and defensive until they find a way to relax and feel safe. In order to change, people need to become aware of their sensations and the way that their bodies interact with the world around them. Physical self-awareness is the first step in releasing the tyranny of the past.”

Van der Kolk goes on to explain that, “The mind needs to be reeducated to feel physical sensations, and the body needs to be helped to tolerate and enjoy the comforts of touch.10 Individuals who lack emotional awareness are able, with practice, to connect their physical sensations to psychological events. Then they can slowly reconnect with themselves.”

Grounded confidence is driven by learning and curiosity—even about our own bodies. For many of us, myself included, it’s easier to live in our heads and be completely disconnected from our bodies. But there’s a cost. Insomnia, injuries, exhaustion, depression, anxiety—the body has powerful ways to get our attention.

Prentis Hemphill is a writer, an embodiment facilitator, a political organizer, and a therapist. They are the founder and director of the Embodiment Institute and the Black Embodiment Initiative. I’ve learned so much from Prentis about embodiment—I think their definitions will breathe some life into these words that you see on the model:

Prentis defines embodiment as “the awareness of our body’s sensations, habits, and the beliefs that inform them.11 Embodiment requires the ability to feel and allow the body’s emotions. This embodied awareness is necessary to realign what we do with what we believe.”

They define disembodiment as “an unawareness, repression or denial of our sensations and emotions, and/or privileging our thinking over our feeling.12 Disembodiment often leads to an incongruence between the actions we take in the world and the beliefs that we hold.”

This piece about values misalignment makes sense because for me, the best indicator light around being out of values is my body. I can’t quite describe it, but I feel out of sorts—like you feel when you catch every red light on a long downtown street. My body is out of flow.

Prentis writes, “The habits that become embodied in us are the ones that we practice the most often.13 And, whether we are aware of it or not, we are always practicing something. When we are disembodied or disconnected from our own feelings and sensations, it’s easy to become habituated to practices that we don’t believe in or value.”

We become what we do—even when those things are outside of who we want to be. Our bodies are our teachers and the messengers who call our attention to what we’re absorbing and becoming. This is why we have to learn how to listen, and this is why grounded confidence requires embodiment.

Practicing the Courage to Walk Alongside

The second major category is practicing the courage to walk alongside. One of the great challenges in grounded theory is naming categories and properties in a way that accurately reflects the data and resonates with people’s lived experiences. For this category, I found myself asking: What does it mean to be other-focused, to use language in the service of connecting, to be compassionate, empathic, and nonjudgmental?

As soon as I started thinking about this question, I was transported back to my dissertation. The name of the theory that emerged from my dissertation is “Acompañar,” which means “to accompany” in Spanish.14 My dissertation is a study on how helping professionals build and maintain connection with the people they serve. The approach that best reflected what I learned from that data was the “accompaniment” movement—an organizing and social justice approach that comes out of liberation theology activism in Latin America. The work is a commitment to be with people—not pushing them from behind or leading from the front, but walking with them in solidarity.

Being other-focused, using language in the service of connecting, practicing compassion, empathy, and nonjudgment, aren’t fully in line with all of the tenets of accompaniment, but are fully consistent with practicing the courage to walk alongside.

The near enemy of walking alongside is controlling the path. Sometimes it can look and feel like someone is with us, but really they’re trying to control either us or the outcome. I think most of us do this more than we’d like to admit. For example, my child comes home and is upset because they got in trouble at school. They were talking while the teacher was talking and they were told that their behavior was disrespectful. I’m trying to be with them in this experience, but I quickly find myself worried about what the teacher will think of my child and, worse, what will they think of me as a parent. So, now, rather than being with my child, I’m trying to control how this is going to go. Forget about asking what happened or checking in to see what they’re feeling. I want to be with you in this turns into, You need to email your teacher and apologize right this minute. What were you thinking?

I once heard Anne Lamott say, “Help is the sunny side of control.”15 Yes and yikes. All of us who were raised taking care of other people and trying to manage environments can default to wanting to control the path, regardless of our great intentions. Especially when “it’s in everyone’s best interest.” The question is always, Whose best interest are you protecting? Walking alongside is other-focused. Control is self-focused. Insert stressed emoji with flat, panicked grin.

We also see controlling the path in larger cultural contexts. For example, politicians who see people suffering and rather than actually walking alongside them, make people feel like they’re understood and they’re not alone, while actually leveraging and exploiting their emotion for political gain and influence. I see your struggles and your pain. You don’t deserve it. Here’s who’s to blame and here’s how I can help you and make them pay. This near enemy is so seductive that it is often as dangerous as the far enemy: walking away.

Power is another element of walking alongside, and it’s not one we talk about often enough. I think it’s because we have a weird, negative reaction to the word “power,” even though everyone will tell you that powerlessness is one of the most painful human experiences. My favorite definition of power comes from Martin Luther King, Jr. In a 1968 speech given to striking sanitation workers in Memphis, Reverend King defined power as the ability to achieve purpose and effect change.16 The definition does not make the nature of power inherently good or bad, which aligns with what I’ve learned in my work. What makes power dangerous is how it’s used.

Power over is dangerous because it’s using disproportional influence to achieve gain, even when that diminishes the agency and/or dignity of others.

In their publication Making Change Happen: Power, Just Associates, a global interdisciplinary network of activists, organizers, educators, and scholars, defines three variations of power within the context of social justice and activism.17 They are equally helpful when we think about walking alongside people.

Power with is “based on mutual support, solidarity, collaboration and recognition and respect for differences.”18

Power to is “based on the belief that each individual has the power to make a difference.”19

Power within is defined by an ability to recognize differences and respect others, grounded in a strong foundation of self-worth and self-knowledge.20 When we operate from a place of power within, we feel comfortable challenging assumptions and long-held beliefs, pushing against the status quo, and asking if there aren’t other ways to achieve the highest common good.

Walking away, the far enemy of walking alongside, includes both discounting and dominating behaviors such as ignoring, dismissing, power over, and building walls (literally and figurately). If you combine the entire column of near enemy and far enemy from this category, you’ll get an interesting tool for assessing politics. The combination of control and power-over masquerading as connection is especially destructive.

Practicing Story Stewardship

I’m going to start this section by acknowledging that I’ve been wrong about something for years. For two decades, I’ve said, “We need to understand emotion so we can recognize it in ourselves and others.” Without exaggeration, I’ve said this thousands of times and I’ve heard it from other researchers at least that much. Well, let me go on the record right now: I no longer believe that we can recognize emotion in other people, regardless of how well we understand human emotion and experience or how much language we have.

Why have I stopped believing that we can recognize emotion in other people? Two reasons:


	Too many emotions and experiences present the exact same way. There’s no way to know through observation if your tears come from grief, despair, hopelessness, or resentment, just to name a few. Absolutely no way.

	While research shows that there are some universal facial expressions for a small number of emotions, how we express what we’re feeling and experiencing can be as unique as we are.21



So how do we know what other people are feeling? We ask them. It’s only then that we are able to connect with the grounded confidence to engage and the courage to walk alongside. When they tell us what they’re feeling, what happened, what they fear or desire, we listen and we become trusted stewards of their stories.

Story stewardship means honoring the sacred nature of story—the ones we share and the ones we hear—and knowing that we’ve been entrusted with something valuable or that we have something valuable that we should treat with respect and care. We are good stewards of the stories we tell by trusting them to people who have earned the right to hear them, and telling them only when we are ready. We are good stewards of the stories we hear by listening, being curious, affirming, and believing people when they tell us how they experienced something.

The near enemy of practicing story stewardship is performing connection while driving disconnection. Performative connection means that we’re acting interested or invested, but there’s more going on under the surface that’s really driving disconnection and separation. The issues that most of us struggle with are being the knower, advice-giving, and problem-solving. Problem-solving is tough because some people do want help. The best story stewardship in these moments is just to say, “I’m grateful that you’re sharing this with me. What does support look like? I can listen and be with you, I can help problem-solve, or whatever else you need. You tell me.”

The greatest threat to story stewardship is the two near enemies of building narrative trust: narrative takeover and narrative tap-out. Rather than building trust by acknowledging, affirming, and believing, we shut people down when we experience discomfort or disinterest, or when we take over the narrative and make it about us or our perception of what happened. There are examples of both of these in the graphic comic strip that Gavin developed for us, which you’ll find in a few pages.

Narrative tap-outs can range from subtle disinterest to complete shutdowns. If we had thought bubbles they’d say “This is too uncomfortable” or “I don’t care enough about you to care about this” or “I can’t take this on right now.” If the reason we’re tapping out is the latter, it’s so much better to say that than to diminish someone’s story.

It sounds weird, but we can tap out of sharing our own stories too. Often this is about a lack of grounded confidence that our stories matter or a lack of self-trust about when and how we share them. Tapping out of stewarding someone’s story can feel like betrayal, and tapping out of sharing our own story feels like betraying ourselves.

Narrative takeover is a huge problem in our world. It impacts one-on-one conversations and cultural conversations. Rather than being good stewards of a story, we hijack the story and center ourselves. That centering takes many different shapes, including shifting the focus to us, questioning or not believing what someone is sharing because it’s different than our lived experience, or diminishing the importance of an experience because it makes us feel uncomfortable or, worse, complicit.

When we reject the truth of someone’s story—the ultimate failure of story stewardship—it’s often because we’ve stealthily centered ourselves in their story, and the narrative takeover is about protecting our ego, behavior, or privilege. The less diverse our lived experiences, the more likely we are to find ourselves struggling with narrative takeover or narrative tap-out.

A cultural example of narrative takeover is the Black Lives Matter movement. This is a life-affirming accountability movement to call attention to the violence being perpetrated against Black people. But rather than listening, learning, and believing the stories of injustice, systemic racism, and pain, groups of white people centered themselves with “all lives matter” and “blue lives matter.” There was never a narrative of “white lives and police lives don’t matter” in this movement. This was an attempt to, once again, decenter Black lives and take over the narrative.

Like empathy, story stewardship is not walking in someone else’s shoes, it’s being curious and building narrative trust as they tell you about the experience of being in their own shoes. It’s about believing people when they tell you what an experience meant to them. The far enemy of narrative trust is fueling narrative distrust and diminishing the humanity of others and ourselves. Why ourselves? Because when we are reckless with people’s stories, we diminish our own humanity.

The following comic is based on a role play that Aiko Bethea and I did on the Dare to Lead podcast.22

[image: A comic of five panels shows a subordinate and her boss, discussing why she feels she is unable to make meaningful connections.]

CULTIVATING MEANINGFUL CONNECTION

HOW’D YOUR PRESENTATION GO?

IT WENT OKAY.

WHY JUST ‘OKAY’?

I STAYED UP ALL NIGHT PLANNING FOR IT. THIS WAS MY BIG MOMENT AND … AND IT JUST DIDN’T FEEL RIGHT.

NARRATIVE TAP-OUT

I’M SURE IT WAS GREAT.

HEY, WHAT TIME IS OUR NEXT MEETING?

CULTIVATING MEANINGFUL CONNECTION

SAY MORE, HELP ME UNDERSTAND WHAT DIDN’T FEEL RIGHT.

YOU REALLY WORKED HARD PUTTING IT TOGETHER. SO WHAT FELT WEIRD?

I’M GLAD THAT YOU ASKED ME THAT.

IT ALMOST FELT LIKE I WAS TALKING TO MYSELF. NO ONE WAS EVEN LOOKING AT ME OR MAKING EYE CONTACT. IT WAS LIKE I COULD HAVE BEEN IN THE ROOM BY MYSELF.




[image: A comic of five panels, where a subordinate and her manager discuss the kind of support she needs.]

NARRATIVE TAP-OUT

YEAH, SOMETIMES WE FEEL LIKE THAT WHEN WE GIVE TALKS.

SO I’LL SEE YOU AT NOON FOR THE NEXT MEETING.

CULTIVATING MEANINGFUL CONNECTION

WAIT, ARE YOU SAYING THAT YOU GAVE THIS PRESENTATION THAT YOU’VE BEEN WORKING ON FOR TWO MONTHS AND YOU FELT INVISIBLE IN THERE?

YES, THAT IS EXACTLY THE WORD I WOULD USE INVISIBLE.

“I KNOW THAT, OF COURSE, NOBODY IN THE ROOM LOOKS LIKE ME. BUT EVEN AS I WAS MAKING THE PRESENTATION, NO ONE ASKED ME THE QUESTIONS. THEY LOOKED OVER AT BRAD INSTEAD OF ME. AFTERWARDS WHEN PEOPLE SAID, ‘GOOD JOB,’ THEY WERE SAYING IT INTO THE SPACE AND TO EACH OTHER. SO I WAS REALLY DEFLATED.”

NARRATIVE TAKEOVER

WELL, IT SOUNDS LIKE YOU MIGHT BE A LITTLE SENSITIVE. DO YOU THINK THAT YOU’RE EXAGGERATING?

I’M SURE YOU DID A GREAT JOB. EVEN I GET SENSITIVE AFTER A BIG MOMENT.




[image: A comic of four panels, where a manager reassures her subordinate about her perception of how her presentation is received.]

CULTIVATING MEETING CONNECTION

OKAY, SO I JUST WANT TO PLAY THIS BACK TO MAKE SURE I’M TRACKING HERE.

YOU GAVE THIS PRESENTATION, NO ONE MADE EYE CONTACT WITH YOU, THEY ASKED BRAD THE FOLLOW-UP QUESTIONS AND THEN THEY DIDN’T LOOK AT YOU?

NARRATIVE TAKEOVER

THAT’S BULLSHIT! I’M GOING TO CALL THOSE PEOPLE INTO MY OFFICE RIGHT NOW AND WE’RE GOING TO HAVE A ‘CTJ’, BABY.

WE’RE GOING TO HAVE A ‘COME TO JESUS’, BECAUSE NO ONE TREATS PEOPLE ON MY TEAM LIKE THAT.

AND YOU KNOW WHAT? I’M WITH YOU, MY SISTER.

BUT YOU HAVEN’T PAUSED AT ALL TO ASK ME, “HEY, WHAT DO YOU NEED?” YOU WENT STRAIGHT TO FIXING, AND NOW YOU FEEL GREAT.

I DO.

AND NOW YOU’RE THE SAVIOR AND I’M STILL HERE NOT REALLY FULLY BEING HEARD YET.




[image: A comic of five panels, where a subordinate and her manager discuss the kind of support she needs.]

CULTIVATING MEANINGFUL CONNECTION

I THINK INVISIBILITY IS ONE OF THE MOST PAINFUL EXPERIENCES I’VE EVER HAD IN MY LIFE.

MY GUT IS, WE NEED TO ADDRESS THIS, BUT I WANT YOU TO THINK ABOUT WHAT SUPPORT LOOKS LIKE FOR YOU AND HOW WE CAN DO THIS TOGETHER. MORE IMPORTANTLY, HOW I CAN SUPPORT YOU DOING IT.

AND THAT SUPPORT CAN LOOK LIKE WHATEVER YOU NEED IT TO LOOK. I’M SORRY THAT HAPPENED. I KNOW HOW GOOD THAT WORK WAS, AND I KNOW HOW HARD YOU WORKED TO PUT THAT TOGETHER.

I FEEL SEEN AND HEARD. I DON’T FEEL DISEMPOWERED, BUT IT TOOK TIME AND TOOK HER TO BE INTROSPECTIVE.

BUILDING NARRATIVE TRUST MEANT CENTERING HER EXPERIENCE OVER MY DISCOMFORT, AND BEING THE LEARNER, NOT THE KNOWER. WE BOTH HAD TO BE VULNERABLE AND BRAVE.




Language and Meaningful Connection

As you review the model, you’ll see that knowing and applying the language of human experience and emotion is a key property of all of the major categories that support meaningful connection. That’s how we ended up here, together, sharing this book. When this emerged from the data, I thought, “Damn. I can’t write a book on meaningful connection without including some kind of glossary or compendium of emotion and experience words.” It was and remains weirdly shocking to me that access to and application of language are central to grounded confidence, walking alongside one another, and story stewardship. I wouldn’t have been surprised to see language emerge as core to one of these, but that it’s central to all three speaks to its power.

As you can see in the graphic, the near enemy of knowing and applying language is shaping emotion and experience to fit what we know. We take nuanced experiences like despair or hopelessness and force them into whatever language we have—maybe sadness or anger. But this leaves us far less capable of sharing what we’re experiencing, getting help, or moving through our experiences productively. It’s a near enemy because we may be talking about our feelings or sharing them, but we can’t get to healing because we’re limited by our language. The far enemy is acting out, shutting down, or giving up. No access to language means we’re in pain, we feel alone, and we can’t articulate what’s happening. In the introduction, I gave an example of trying to tell a doctor about an excruciating pain in your shoulder while your mouth is taped and your hands are tied behind your back. The limits of not being able to explain result in an unbearable level of frustration.

Atlas of the Heart

While I experienced a lot of tough moments growing up, there were also countless gifts. It sometimes feels like it has to be one or the other, but as we learned in this work, both things can be true and often are true. One of the most valuable gifts in my life was from my mom. She taught us to never look away from pain. The lesson was simple and clear:


Don’t look away. Don’t look down.

Don’t pretend not to see hurt.

Look people in the eye.

Even when their pain is overwhelming.

And when you’re hurting and in pain, find the people who can look you in the eye.



We need to know we’re not alone—especially when we’re hurting.

Even in my fifties, I find myself wrestling with the same questions that left me confused as a kid: Why do we cause each other so much pain, and why do we turn away from hurt when the only way to the other side of struggle is through it? I don’t know why it’s so hard to understand—I’ve been known to run from vulnerability like someone is chasing me. Granted, not very often anymore. It just takes so much more energy and creates so much more emotional churn than having a seat and asking hurt or uncertainty to pull up a chair.

Doing this research and writing this book has taught me that our emotions and experiences are layers of biology, biography, behavior, and back-story. Every single day, our feelings and experiences show up in our bodies, they’re shaped by where we come from and how we were raised, they drive how we show up, and each feeling has its own unique backstory. Understanding these emotions and experiences is our life’s work. The more we learn, the deeper we can continue to explore.

I’ve also learned something that has changed how I move through my life on a daily basis: Our connection with others can only be as deep as our connection with ourselves. If I don’t know and understand who I am and what I need, want, and believe, I can’t share myself with you. I need to be connected to myself, in my own body, and learning what makes me work. This is how I start to develop the grounded confidence I need to move through the world and cultivate meaningful connection with others. Before this work, I didn’t give enough importance to spending time and energy connecting to myself. I made that optional if I had anything left after connecting with others. It wasn’t working—and now I know why.

In this life, we will know and bear witness to incredible sorrow and anguish, and we will experience breathless love and joy. There will be boring days and exciting moments, low-grade disappointment and seething anger, wonder and confusion. The wild and ever-changing nature of emotions and experiences leaves our hearts stretch-marked and strong, worn and willing.

My hope is that we find that solid ground within us, that shore that offers safe harbor when we’re feeling untethered and adrift. The more confident we are about being able to navigate to that place, the more daring our adventures, and the more connected we are to ourselves and each other. The real gift of learning language, practicing this work, and cultivating meaningful connection is being able to go anywhere without the fear of getting lost. Even when we have no idea where we are or where we’re going, with the right map, we can find our way back to our heart and to our truest self.
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NARRATIVE TAP-OUT

YEAH, SOMETIMES
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“I KNOW THAT, OF COURSE, NOBODY IN THE ROOM LOOKS LIKE ME. BUT EVEN AS
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CULTIVATING MEANINGFUL CONNECTION

HOW’'D YOUR
PRESENTATION

I STAYED
UP ALL NIGHT
PLANNING FOR IT.
THIS WAS MY BIG
MOMENT AND ...
AND IT JUST
DIDN'T FEEL

CULTIVATING
MEANINGFUL CONNECTION

SAY MORE, HELP ME UNDERSTAND
WHAT DIDN’T FEEL RIGHT.

HEY, WHAT TIME
IS OUR NEXT
MEETING?

YOU REALLY
WORKED HARD
PUTTING IT
TOGETHER. SO
WHAT FELT
WEIRD?

I’'M GLAD THAT
YOU ASKED ME THAT.
IT ALMOST FELT LIKE I WAS
TALKING TO MYSELF. NO ONE
WAS EVEN LOOKING AT ME
OR MAKING EYE CONTACT.
IT WAS LIKE I COULD HAVE
BEEN IN THE ROOM BY
MYSELF.
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