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​​The Roots of Roots

Roots to Thrive began as a seed—a response to the growing mental health crisis among healthcare providers.

In 2018, it started with gatherings in coffee shops and living rooms, inspired by a shared intention. We came not only as clinicians, spiritual care providers, and cultural knowledge holders, but as human beings committed to walking the path ourselves—and walking it together. Many of us carried our own lived experience of burnout, united by a desire to find resilient ground and map a way from surviving to thriving.

These early conversations contributed to an initial seedbed that formally emerged through my doctoral research and thesis. That soil has since been enriched and carefully tended by the inspirations of many others—creating the conditions that support the Roots to Thrive framework’s ongoing growth, refinement, and capacity to respond within a rapidly changing world.

We integrate Western theory and science, wisdom shared by local Indigenous knowledge holders—with Snuneymuxw Elder Geraldine Manson serving as lead Elder since 2018—and perennial spiritual teachings. Together, these sources converge around core ingredients that help humans transition from surviving to thriving.

An earlier version of this work was published as a textbook with Elsevier to address the roots of burnout and the growing rates of mental health conditions among professionals working in trauma-laden environments (Dames, 2022). 

This guide explains the roots of the framework—the why—and offers practical tips and practices to help the learning shift from knowing what to do, to embodying how to be.

In 2020, we received grant funding to research the application of our resilience-informed community practice model to psychedelic-assisted therapy. Under the guidance of Dr. Pamela Kryskow, ketamine-assisted therapy was introduced in 2020, followed by psilocybin in 2021 and MDMA in 2024—each offered as an optional pathway for participants with persistent mental health conditions.

Today, RTT continues to grow through cycles of research and feedback from participants and practitioners. And we remain what we’ve always been: a relational, evolving community of practice—a place where science and spirit meet, and where healing unfolds in relationship. As a familiar saying goes,

“We’re all just walking each other home.” (Ram Dass & Gorman, 1985)
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A Note about Sharing

As with all shared work, the knowledge shared here arises from many voices, woven together in the spirit of reciprocity. You’re welcome to carry forward any teachings that resonate with you, weaving them into your own journey. To support knowledge integrity and honour the people and traditions that inform this work, please seek permission before reproducing or distributing written material.

Preface and Practical Aspects

We live in a time of profound change—social, economic, ecological, and spiritual—where uncertainty often feels like a constant. These shifts can leave us uneasy, searching for steady ground.

We can’t offer quick fixes or certainty. What we can do is walk with you and share perspectives and practices that have helped many of us find our footing when the ground feels unstable.

Here, we recognize that resilience isn’t about resisting the storm. It’s about staying rooted, adapting with grace, accepting what we can’t change, and investing our energy where we can. We remember that healing isn’t about fixing ourselves; it’s about feeling safe and clear enough to release what no longer serves—so we can meet life with open hands.

We offer a meeting place—bringing resilience theory, research, transpersonal psychology, and perennial teachings into relationship. It’s shaped by voices from many walks of life: clinicians, Indigenous Knowledge Keepers, and community members whose contributions bring depth, richness, and relatability.

The Waypoints and practices in these pages aren’t just for RTT participants—they address universal human needs, rooted in four pillars of resilience: awareness, regulation, compassion, and alignment. Their form may differ across cultures, but the underlying principles are universal. And while we have much in common, we are also unique. You are welcome to adapt what you find here in ways that fit your wants, needs, and the context and culture that informs you.

Acknowledging Complexities and Inequities

Healing doesn’t happen in isolation. Our wounds aren’t just personal—they’re generational, carried through our families, communities, and the systems that shape us. Naming this matters because resilience grows not by looking away, but by creating spaces where we make sense—where our experiences are understood in the context of the histories and structures that formed them.

We acknowledge that systemic inequities and racism are woven into society, healthcare, and yes—they also show up in our own practices. We commit to keep learning, listening, and interrupting these patterns—individually and collectively.

A Note About Repetition (By Intention)

You’ll revisit certain ideas and practices more than once. This repetition is intentional. Learning—especially nervous-system learning—deepens through returning, re-encountering, and integrating. As you move through the Waypoints, familiar concepts will meet you at new stages of readiness.

From Understanding to Embodying

The mind can recognize a truth, but it’s the body and heart that learn to trust it. Transformation happens in that deeper knowing—one we embody through practice, repetition, and relationship. To support this shift, we’ve woven poetry, reflection prompts, and simple practices throughout this guide.

Embodiment takes time. It often begins with fleeting moments of feeling a bit clearer and steadier. As these moments add up, effort gradually gives way to ease, and we learn to move at what Dr. Pamela Kryskow, an RTT physician and long-time team member, calls the pace of trust—honouring our timing, our limits, and the call that fuels our courage.

Many of us have tried to walk this path alone, only to find we couldn’t break through. That’s not failure—it’s part of our learning. Like trees that root together in a forest, we’re strongest in our interconnection—steadying one another in storms and sharing nutrients when resources are thin.

Preparation and Reading Approach

If you’re reading this, preparation has already begun. The following optional practices can help your mind and body get ready for the deeper work ahead:


	
Notice sensations and emotions. As you move through your day, notice what feelings or sensations show up—or notice if nothing comes up. Nothing to do. Just notice. 


	
Reflect on younger selves. Look at old photographs. Notice changes in your eyes or smile over time. It can help to ask people what they remember about you as a child and what brought you joy.


	
Notice admiration and irritation. People we admire often reflect qualities waiting to emerge. People who irritate us can point to parts we’ve hidden to feel safe.




You can explore these practices at your own pace or follow along with the 12-week Roots to Thrive program, where each Waypoint aligns with the week’s focus.

Walking It Out

As we move along this path, it’s not about becoming something new—it’s a return to what’s always been there, waiting beneath layers ready to be shed. Life’s waves don’t stop, but with awareness and resourcing, we learn to ride them. What once overwhelmed becomes something we can meet with confidence. We shift from keeping our heads above water to remembering we’re held by the ocean itself—less fixated on the waves, more anchored in what carries us. From this grounded place, guided by an inner compass that already knows the way, we learn to trust life’s rhythms—no longer swimming against the currents, but moving with the flow of all that is.
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​​​WAYPOINT 1: FOUNDATIONS & INTENTIONS

[image: ]




This first Waypoint takes us a little deeper into the ideas that shape Roots to Thrive (RTT). For some, theory might not land—or it might even feel irritating. That’s okay! For others, understanding the why behind what we do can help build trust and confidence in the process.

Think of theory like a map. It doesn’t tell us exactly where to step, but it helps us keep our bearings when the path gets unclear. The goal isn’t to memorize the map—it’s to have something to orient us when we get lost.

You can skim it, skip it, or come back to it later when it feels more relevant. We include perennial teachings and research because a sense of why becomes especially important when the road gets bumpy. When fear clouds our vision, it’s easy to lose sight of where we’re headed. Our why becomes the steady point on the horizon—offering the meaning that makes courage possible.

Meaning > Fear = Courage

It’s not exactly a scientific formula—but research does back it up. Studies on psychological flexibility show that when people’s actions are aligned with their values, purpose, or a sense of belonging, they become more able to face challenges with confidence (Watts & Luoma, 2020; Sloshower et al., 2024). This alignment inspires us to act—not from fear, but from meaning.

Courage isn’t willpower or fearlessness. If we could’ve willed our way out of suffering, we would’ve done it by now. Courage becomes possible when something matters enough that the risk is worth taking—with fear still present, we move forward anyway (Pury et al., 2024; Chowkase et al., 2024).

Starting Whole

We don’t see you as broken. You’ve always carried what you need—it’s often just been buried under layers of survival. Healing is remembering what’s been yours all along. 

Wholeness isn’t about having it all together. It’s about sitting with the mess, breathing through the hard parts, and saying to yourself, “I’m still here—and I can meet life as I am, where I am.” It calls us to welcome all our selves—the younger selves who learned to protect us, the present selves who continue to seek balance, and the future selves still unfolding. Each carries wisdom that informs who we are becoming.

Dr. Crosbie Watler, RTT’s lead psychiatrist, will speak to presence in more detail later; in short, it’s a state of alert, non-judgmental awareness—meeting this moment just as it is. Presence interrupts automatic, fear-based reactions by anchoring us in the here-and-now. It steadies the nervous system, increases emotional regulation, and widens the space between stimulus and response. Practices that build our capacity for presence—like mindfulness and somatic awareness reduce reactivity, increase our psychological flexibility, and support our overall resilience and well-being (Goldberg et al., 2022).

This also doesn’t mean we ignore pain or struggle. We acknowledge that life, trauma, and conditioning can disconnect us from our sense of wholeness. 

But rather than approaching ourselves as problems to solve, we practice creating the inner and outer conditions where that wholeness can re-emerge.

Wholeness isn’t about staying calm all the time—it’s about noticing when we’ve wandered and finding our way back, like returning home after a long day. It grows each time we pause long enough to feel what’s here, offer ourselves compassion, and take the next honest step. It’s a living practice of meeting our inner experience without abandoning it.

For some, the idea of healing or wholeness may feel out of reach—especially when trauma has shaped a general sense of disconnection. Trust takes time. Move as slowly and gently as feels safe for you, trusting that every small step toward safety and connection is meaningful.

The practices you’ll find here aren’t prescriptions—they’re invitations: reminders to pause, breathe, and return to what’s steady beneath the noise of survival. As Wes Taylor—a member of our team that specializes in non-violent communication—often reminds us:


We don’t need fixing; we need reminding. When we truly see one another, something inside us wakes up—reminding us of who we are when we forget. For many of us, past wounds formed in the absence of this kind of presence; so, when it becomes available, healing becomes possible. What a powerful gift to offer another.



This is the essence of belonging. This piece by Toko-pa Turner (2017)—a Canadian author, poet, and dreamworker—reminds us of what belonging feels like when we stop trying to earn it. Her words speak to the parts of us that have longed to be seen, inviting us to remember ourselves home.

For the Misfits by Toko-pa Turner


For the rebels and the misfits, the black sheep and the outsiders. For the refugees, the orphans, the scapegoats, and the weirdos. For the uprooted, the abandoned, the shunned and invisible ones.

May you recognize with increasing vividness that you know what you know.

May you give up your allegiances to self-doubt, meekness, and hesitation.

May you be willing to be unlikable, and in the process be utterly loved.

May you be impervious to the wrongful projections of others, and may you deliver your disagreements with precision and grace.

May you see, with the consummate clarity of nature moving through you, that your voice is not only necessary, but desperately needed to sing us out of this muddle.

May you feel shored up, supported, entwined, and reassured as you offer yourself and your gifts to the world.

May you know for certain that even as you stand by yourself, you are not alone.



Turner’s words remind us that belonging doesn’t come from fitting in—it grows when the parts of ourselves that once hid for protection can return without condition.

Reclaiming Hidden Parts

When we override our limits—saying “yes” when we mean no, shelving our passions, or numbing hard feelings—it chips away at our sense of wholeness. These patterns aren’t choices we make on purpose; they’re protective responses, shaped by past experiences. Healing often begins when we feel ready to turn toward the parts of ourselves that had to retreat into the shadows to stay safe—not to fix them, but to offer enough safety for them to return to our awareness and the wholeness of who we are.

Emotions arise from different aspects of who we are. When a part of us is hurting, the emotion that comes with it is a signal—an invitation for awareness and care. When we can meet that emotion with presence, the part begins to reconnect and heal. When we can’t, it may retreat until it feels safe again. The wound then takes on another form—what we might call trauma. When pain isn’t compassionately witnessed, it doesn’t disappear; it becomes stored in the body and nervous system. Over time, that unprocessed energy creates a kind of internal split within the self. The part remains but is held apart by the tension of what has yet to be integrated.

When we greet shame with compassion, the hidden parts of us begin to rise. Shame isn’t our identity—it’s a call for understanding. What once retreated into the dark often carries the very life we’ve been missing. These parts don’t return to harm us—they return to be met and welcomed home.

Each time we turn toward an exiled part with curiosity instead of judgment, we begin to restore what once had to go underground for protection. In doing so, we bring movement to what was once frozen and invite the whole self back into connection. Our journey of healing is about remembering ourselves home. 

Poet Robert Bly’s metaphor of the long bag we drag behind us (1989) captures this beautifully. From childhood onward, we tuck away the parts of ourselves that felt like too much—too sensitive, too loud, too different. Over time, the bag grows heavy—not with burdens, but with the brilliance we once hid to stay safe.

Opening the bag isn’t simple work. Those parts went into hiding for good reason; they need patience and safety to return. Healing isn’t about emptying the bag all at once—it’s about loosening what’s been bound and inviting each piece to come back into the light at its own pace. These parts are not broken; they’ve simply been waiting for the conditions where they can be seen, felt, and welcomed home.

Pause to Reflect: What’s in your long bag? 

[image: P356#y1]Before you begin, remember this reflection isn’t a demand—it’s an invitation. This is where the pace of trust matters most. There’s no need to dive deep or uncover everything at once. You might simply notice what arises, stay with it for a moment, and step back whenever you need to.

As you reflect, consider:


	What beliefs have shaped your sense of being ‘enough’?

	Which parts of you feel distant yet call for your attention?

	What would it look like to welcome those parts—not to fix them, but to honour them?



This isn’t about changing who we are—it’s about remembering. What might we rediscover if we explore our long bag?

To meet what’s been tucked away, we first need a foundation of inner security. Without it, our more vulnerable parts won’t feel safe in our care. Healing asks us to re-parent ourselves—to offer steady, compassionate presence to the parts that once had to hide for protection.

This is where resilience begins to take root—not through striving, but through alignment, meaning, and trust in our capacity to hold ourselves with care. As safety grows within and around us, we come to know what steadies us—the practices, connections, and perspectives that help us stay present when life becomes uncertain.

The Shape of Resilience

Resilience continues to be formed in relationship — in the give and take of trust, mutual care, and connection. From this foundation, we begin to soften into being loved and accepted as we are, allowing our inner and outer worlds to come into greater alignment. This is the stable ground of congruence.

When our roots are held by steady, well-resourced ground, a sense of stability naturally emerges. From this stability, we begin to trust that we can meet what comes—that even in uncertainty, we’re going to be okay. This growing trust reflects what Antonovsky (1979) describes as a sense of coherence: the belief that life, even in its unpredictability, can be understood, managed, and held with meaning. From this place, we can extend our branches further into the world, guided by purpose and sustained by the resources that steady us.

Together, these ways of being form the living shape of resilience—belonging and trust intertwined, grounding us in connection and guiding us back to balance again and again. As shown in Figure 1, resilience is like a tree with deep, steady roots. Storms still come, but the roots hold firm, drawing nourishment from the soil of relationship and meaning. When our roots reach deep, we can bend without breaking and continue to grow toward the light.

[image: P372#yIS1]

Figure 1. Congruence = Orientation to self; Sense of Coherence = Orientation to world.

Resilience begins within us, but it’s sustained between us. We learn and grow through relationships marked by presence and compassionate witnessing. These relational dynamics are learned in practice—formed in everyday moments.

Congruence

Congruence is a key resilience factor and essential for wholeness. First described by Carl Rogers (1959), it reflects the alignment between our real and ideal selves—when who we are and how we show up are the same.

When we experience congruence, we move through life with integrity and ease. There’s room for our full humanity—joy, grief, creativity, and confusion—all in the same space. It means setting the table for all parts of self to belong, to be seen, heard, and included in the conversation of the whole.

Sobonfu Somé, a respected spiritual teacher from Burkina Faso, describes a Dagara cultural practice that honours individuality from birth. In this tradition, pregnant women participate in a hearing ritual to discern the purpose of the incoming child, which informs both the child’s name and their role in the community. Somé explains that a name carries its own energetic quality—one that shapes and shelters a person’s life path (Somé, 2004).

This teaching reminds us that belonging begins as a birthright, not a reward. When every part of us is welcome, there’s no need to prove worthiness or hide for acceptance. Yet many of us were taught otherwise, learning to trade authenticity for safety.

The Cost of Disconnection

When belonging depends on approval, congruence begins to erode. Over time, a gap forms between who we truly are and who we think we need to be. This tension is illustrated in Figure 2. The heart, representing the real self, holds the belief I am enough as I am, while the star, symbolizing the ideal self, holds the belief I am enough when I achieve enough. Shame bridges the space between them, highlighting the emotional toll of striving to meet external standards. As the divide grows, so too does the burden of shame.

Shame grows when it’s left alone. It spills into our relationships—sometimes as judgment, defensiveness, or trying to control; other times as withdrawal or self-criticism. When we lose connection with our inherent worth, it becomes difficult to see the worth in others. What begins as protection easily turns into projection, widening the very gap we most long to close (a dynamic we’ll explore in the next Waypoint).
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Figure 2. Congruence = the alignment between our real and ideal selves. The greater the divide between our real and ideal self, the more shame we carry. 

Roots of Incongruence: Unmet needs

We draw here from Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1943), a framework that reminds us of the essential building blocks for human flourishing. When basic needs—such as nourishment, rest, and safety—are unmet, the nervous system prioritizes survival above all else. In this state, it becomes incredibly difficult to access the parts of ourselves that long for connection, creativity, or self-expression. Our energy is consumed by the immediate need to feel safe.

It’s important to remember that we can’t heal what we can’t afford to feel. Before we can access deeper layers of authenticity, connection, and meaning, our most basic needs—physical, emotional, and relational—must be met. Safety is the soil from which every form of healing grows. Only when our environment and support systems allow it can our tender parts begin to surface and integrate.

As these foundational needs are met, our physiology starts to shift. The nervous system starts to settle, making room for curiosity, compassion, and connection. From that rooted sense of safety, we can reach toward love, belonging, purpose, and transcendence—the qualities that allow us not just to survive, but to thrive (Figure 3). 
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Figure 3. Maslow’s description of basic human requirements correlates with the development of congruence and sense of coherence, representing aspects that are required for us to move from surviving to thriving.

Because acceptance and belonging are basic human needs, many of us learned early on to choose acceptance by others over authenticity. Picture a child who proudly calls herself an artist and is cheered on at first. But as she grows, the praise fades. The focus shifts to more practical things—like spelling, math, or getting good grades. Bit by bit, she learns that being accepted might mean hiding a part of herself.

She still loves to create, but the fear of rejection starts to take over. How others react to what she makes begins to matter more than the joy of creating itself. What begins as a small trade—belonging for authenticity—often becomes a lifelong equation: 

DOing = Worth =  DOing > BEing

Over time, these lessons shape how our nervous system responds to the world and how we see ourselves in it. We start to believe that some parts of us aren’t safe to be visible. Incongruence takes hold—not from weakness, but as protection.

These survival patterns—self-silencing, people-pleasing, perfectionism, over-achieving, shrinking, or carefully monitoring others’ reactions—are the adaptations our younger selves crafted to stay connected and safe. They are like roots that once grew toward survival.

From this steadier ground, we can notice old patterns, meeting them without judgment as we come to understand the conditions that shaped them. This awareness starts to show up in our behaviours, through a growing ability to be authentic, rather than hiding behind protective displays. For example, in moments of insecurity, instead of reacting, we pause and notice what’s here: a feeling of exposure, a guarding response, a part of us afraid to be seen.

As we do this, we interrupt the old automatic loops. This noticing and nurturing creates space—turning what would have been a defensive reaction into a moment of connection, where we can compassionately witness ourselves and draw strength from those around us in our time of need, much like the roots of a forest—sharing nourishment and safety beneath the surface, receiving in times of need, and giving freely in times of plenty.

Each time we meet shame with curiosity, it creates more space for our inner world to meet the outer one. The roots that once tightened for protection begin to reach toward connection, drawing nourishment from belonging. Here, we remember that worth was never ours to earn—only ours to reclaim:

DOing ≠ Worth = BEing > DOing

As internal safety grows, striving to survive begins to ease. We can meet the world not from the pressure to prove, but from the freedom to live from our inherent worth. This is where self-kindness becomes possible—because to offer ourselves compassion, we must first believe we’re worthy of it. Research supports this: when we relate to ourselves with kindness, the nervous system relaxes, perfectionism loosens its grip, and resilience takes root (Benedetto et al., 2024). As we learn to create this safe and kind inner space, our tender parts begin to re-appear—curious, playful, and creative—ready to rejoin the rhythm of our being.

This shift doesn’t happen alone. We learn to live authentically through trust that grows in relationship. We stop hustling for worth when we feel seen, accepted, and supported as our whole selves. With time, the parts of us that once felt separate begin to come back into harmony again.

This is the essence of unconditional positive regard—the relational medicine that helps close the gap between who we are and who we’ve learned we need to be. When we are consistently met with acceptance—especially in our most vulnerable moments—we begin to trust our own enoughness. Over time, we embody that trust, and how we relate to ourselves and the world changes.

Unconditional Positive Regard (UPR)

The primary medicine in Roots to Thrive is Unconditional Positive Regard (UPR)—a concept introduced by psychologist Carl Rogers (1959) and a core requirement for congruence to emerge. UPR is the practice of accepting ourselves and others exactly as we are—without judgment or withdrawing care—even and especially when we make mistakes or show up imperfectly. It’s grounded in the understanding that every part of us is doing the best it can with the tools available, shaped by our life experiences, resources, and capacities in any given moment.

UPR isn’t something we master through logic or willpower. It’s a felt sense of safety and worthiness that develops in relationships that consistently mirror it. We start to trust our inherent worth when we’re met with genuine acceptance, especially in moments of vulnerability. This learning unfolds slowly, like learning a new rhythm that eventually becomes second nature.

As we embody UPR, we become able to welcome every part of ourselves into relationship—including the aspects that have been hidden, shamed, or silenced. These parts often approach with caution, needing to test whether they’ll be met with care. When met with acceptance, trust begins to grow; when met with rejection, it erodes. In this way, vulnerability becomes the gateway to embodiment—a shift from knowing about safety to actually feeling it. Through integrating the parts once othered, we reclaim authenticity and return to wholeness.

This process is not solitary. It depends on being met by others who can hold that openness with steadiness and compassion—those who have learned the rhythm of UPR themselves and can offer a regulated presence that our nervous system can resonate with and settle beside.

For the parts of us that have felt like the misfits, scapegoats, or outsiders described earlier by Toko-pa Turner, this kind of presence is especially healing. It allows not only the once-hidden parts to emerge, but also the gifts those parts carry. In this way, UPR isn’t just healing—it enables a radical shift, like opening a long-sealed door and inviting the parts once split-off for survival to finally come home. That opening is what makes thriving possible. 

Research affirms that as we experience safety in our relationships, it grows our capacity to feel our worth, regulate our emotions, and remain resilient in the face of adversity (Surzykiewicz et al., 2022).

[image: P411#y1]This process of healing through relationship isn’t just emotional—it’s biological. Our brains are wired for attunement and co-regulation—processes that make UPR both possible and powerful. Specialized cells called mirror neurons help us empathize and emotionally resonate with others (Bonini et al., 2022). They allow us to feel with each other—our brains lighting up in patterns similar to the people we’re observing. Through these neural pathways, we literally feel into the emotional vibrations of those around us, learning their rhythm and beginning to co-regulate with them.

In cultures that prize conformity, we often learn to mirror what’s acceptable rather than what’s authentic. For many of us, UPR wasn’t a steady presence in early life. Instead of being immersed in a consistent field of acceptance, we adapted to conditionality—tuning into others’ expectations instead of our own truth. Over time, UPR becomes less of an innate state and more of a learned rhythm—one that must be reawakened through lived experience.

When we’re in the presence of someone who embodies UPR, our nervous system begins to recalibrate through resonance and co-regulation. Mirror neurons play a vital role here, helping us internalize the experience of being accepted without condition. In this way, UPR becomes more than a concept—it’s a living transmission, a relational energy passed from one regulated nervous system to another. Through presence, attunement, and compassionate witnessing, this transmission becomes a catalyst for transformation. 

As we integrate this new way of being, our physiology shifts from reflexive defense to openness, from vigilance to trust. Over time, we learn to offer ourselves the same unconditional regard we once sought from others. This is the soil where authenticity grows—and where healing becomes embodied truth.

What does it look like to embody UPR?


	Freedom to express ourselves without fear of rejection

	Acceptance of mistakes as part of growth

	Celebrating differences rather than fearing them

	Respectful disagreement and openness to conflict

	Valuing process and progress over perfection

	Recognizing vulnerability as essential to connection

	Forming secure attachments with ourselves and others



If congruence reflects how we relate to ourselves and those who hold us, sense of coherence reflects how we relate to the world, helping us extend outward with purpose, meaning, and confidence.

Sense of Coherence

Sense of coherence supports our ability to extend our branches outward, allowing our gifts to express themselves in the world.

Coined by sociologist Aaron Antonovsky (1979), sense of coherence is an inner compass—a way of relating to life that improves our capacity to navigate what comes. Its three components—meaning, confidence, and understanding—form the foundation of our orientation, agency, and sense of purpose (Figure 4). 

Antonovsky developed this framework through his research with Holocaust survivors, observing that even under extreme adversity, and despite similar external conditions, some individuals were able to sustain well-being while others experienced ongoing distress and dis-ease. The difference, he found, was not the absence of hardship, but the presence of this inner compass anchored in these three interrelated elements.

[image: P428#yIS1]

Figure 4. Together, these three elements strengthen our sense of agency—empowering us to meet life’s challenges with perspective and purpose—and serve as a buffer against stress.

Understanding helps us make sense of what’s happening, creating a sense of predictability and manageability in our lives. Confidence grows from trusting our inner and outer resources to meet life’s demands. Meaning gives us the courage to face the tough times and can even help us see challenges as opportunities to learn and grow. 

Agency is then our felt sense of choice and participation in life—the understanding that, even with uncertainty, we can meet what comes our way. It grows when we feel safe enough to make decisions, take small steps, and see the impact of our actions. 

Together, these elements shape our capacity to meet life as it unfolds, and to trust in our ability to respond to life rather than react to it.

Sense of coherence isn’t a fixed state; it ebbs and flows with life’s circumstances. When it weakens, we’re more likely to see challenges as threats, activating the body’s stress response and narrowing our perspective. During periods of heightened stress (explored further in the next Waypoint), our reactions can bypass awareness altogether, leaving us feeling reactive or ashamed afterward. Recognizing that these responses arise from survival, not failure, allows us to meet ourselves with compassion and reclaim a sense of agency—expanding the choices available to us as we face adversity.

[image: P431#y1]This orientation is mirrored neurologically too: as our sense of coherence grows, the nervous system begins to trust in our resources, making it less likely to react when challenges arise. The body relaxes, the mind opens, and regulation becomes more fluid and adaptive. The anterior cingulate cortex (ACC)—a region located in both hemispheres of the brain—plays a pivotal role in this process. Research shows that the ACC activates when we choose to do something difficult because it aligns with our values (Touroutoglou et al., 2020). Through this alignment between action and inner truth, neural pathways are rewired—strengthening our belief that we can meet life’s demands and find meaning within them. Essentially, the ACC helps develop an inner knowing that sounds like this: This makes sense. This matters to me. And I’ve got this.

As we grow in trust, sense of coherence becomes less about control and more about faith—an embodied knowing that even with uncertainty, life can still be met with steadiness and care. Cultivating this sense of coherence allows us to face adversity with perspective and grace. It helps us remain open to meaning in hardship and connected to purpose even when the path ahead is unclear. 

As our sense of coherence grows, this inner trust starts to extend outward, enabling safety to be lived out and reinforced through relationships. Our inner and outer worlds begin to intertwine—each shaping and strengthening the other.

Intertwining Root Systems: Nutrition for our nervous systems

This collective healing isn’t metaphorical—it’s biological. Safe, attuned relationships have the power to calm the nervous system, reducing reactivity and impulsive responses (Figure 5). Think of it as tuning into a steady frequency. When we’re anxious or dysregulated, our internal signal becomes erratic. But in the presence of someone grounded and accepting, our nervous system begins to sync with theirs—like adjusting a radio to a clearer station.

This is the essence of co-regulation. Much like a tree extending its roots deep into the earth, connection with others who embody safety and presence helps us feel more grounded and secure. These relational roots protect us from external stressors and remind us that we don’t have to carry the “long bag,” as Robert Bly described, alone. Healing unfolds not in isolation but in the presence of compassionate others who, simply by walking beside us, help lighten the load.

[image: A diagram of a heart with arrows and brain
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Figure 5. Relationships grounded in unconditional positive regard help us feel safe, calming the nervous system, so it isn’t driving our behaviours.

Over time, these experiences begin to rewire the brain, forming new neural pathways that help us regulate—providing the ability to stay present and responsive to the emotions and sensations that arise in the body. 

As our nervous system learns what safety feels like, we can meet difficult moments without being overwhelmed. Instead of being pulled into old protective patterns, we notice and tend to the unmet needs beneath our reactions. The strongest source of this steadiness is connection and a felt sense of belonging—knowing we’re not alone. This shift from reactivity to responsiveness marks a real turning point in the move from surviving to thriving.

As relationships deepen and trust grows, the impulse to perform, please, or protect begins to ease. We learn to offer ourselves the same kindness we receive from others, and this internalized compassion becomes a steadying force—an anchor we can return to in times of stress. 
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