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Chapter 2 - Personal Stories and Possible Selves 

Is this God’s way? 
What if this is all there is? 

 
There are many possible versions of I as a concept that develop over the lifespan. These 

possible selves emerge in particular social-cultural contexts of time and space, but they represent 

self-knowledge and development—or change—over time (Barreto & Frazier, 2012). As a 

younger adult, I felt invincible and in control. This emotional response perhaps helped to 

perpetuate my motivation and forward momentum in my early career. Indeed, the perception of 

control impacts our health over our lifetimes (Infurna, Gerstorf, & Zarit, 2011). Over time, my 

experiences often have caused me to question my perceptions and inherited assumptions. I would 

periodically discuss with myself, largely through journaling, what these discrepancies between 

experience and beliefs or values meant.  

When learners question their assumptions (reflect) through dialogue (reflective 

discourse), they engage in transformative learning (Lamoreaux & Taylor, 2011), often in an 

informal context. As a result of this introspective dialogue over time, I have actively developed 

my own identity but realize that change and growth continue. Narrative inquiry of my adult 

development helps me to not only make sense of past experiences but to discern future paths. 

Constructivist-developmental theories in adult development can help clarify the linkage between 

authoethnography and constructed knowledge (Smith & Taylor, 2010). By placing the life events 

of my possible selves into context, I can thereby further develop my identity and invite others to 

do the same. 

 Preparing for a Pilgrimage 

I often ponder the concept illustrated by the introductory couplet because it symbolizes 

my mental illness in various ways. The disorder has caused me to seek answers to my problems, 
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grandfather’s ethnic surname, Aronberg. I am proud of my Jewish heritage, but I know very little 

about it and would like to know more. 

VINCE—a very quiet scholar/monk from northern Italy. This archetype represents my 

passion for contemplation and study, two attributes of professed Carmelites. As a Lay Carmelite, 

I resonate with a charism of contemplation and prayer in solitude. I also enjoy studying. As an 

introvert, I can also find it hard to express my voice. 

(H)ERB—a peculiar narcissist hailing from all places with his hands seemingly in 

everything; yes, the H is silent. He is notorious and unwelcome; yet, he has a major role in my 

identity development over time.  

COLLEEN15—a strong, young widow seeking closure. She represents the resilience of a 

friend whose husband committed suicide. She also represents the impact of strong female 

characters in my life—mother, aunts, role models—who have taught me the value of 

perseverance. 

UNGER—a young man from Sweden. He represents the Scandinavian ancestry of my 

wife and my respect for her family’s background. In this context, he indicates the value I place 

on the relationship with my care giver. 

LAURA—a peasant woman from Odessa. She represents the feminine aspect of my 

Jewish heritage. My ancestors may have emigrated from this area of Eastern Europe, known for 

hosting one of the first pogroms in the modern era. 

                                                 
15 See Appendix C - Institutional Review Board Letter and Reviews regarding steps the researcher has taken to 

protect the privacy of the person upon whom a part of this archetype is based. 
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KEVIN—a Celtic nobleman, brother to Deidre. He represents another aspect of my 

Celtic heritage. His Gaelic name also indicates my Gaelic surname and that I now study Irish to 

learn more about my roots. 

INGRID—a middle-aged nurse from Germany. Saint Edith Stein, one of my role 

models, hailed from Germany and served as a nurse during World War One.  

NARA—a young librarian from Persia. The name is an acronym for the National 

Archives and Records Administration, for whom I would not mind working one day. 

Additionally, Persia represents my short military deployment to Afghanistan as well as respect 

for a linguistic culture rich in poetic expression and mysticism, both of which play major roles in 

my spiritual development. 

Possible Selves and Archetypes 

Autoethnographers, and adult education researchers in particular, frequently use 

metaphors as tools of inquiry. They use metaphoric language to not only represent data but also 

to discover multi-dimensional “meanings and implications in…personal and professional 

identity” (Pourreau, 2014, p. 1) as adult learners situated in unique socio-cultural contexts 

(Brookfield, 2005; Cahnmann, 2003; Lander, 2000; Mezirow, 1997). Arts-based inquiry—

particularly through narratives, poetry, and images—can help frame reflexive dialogue that leads 

to a deeper understanding of the multiple layers within unique educational and socio-cultural 

contexts, particularly pertaining to ethnicity and social identity (Cutcher, 2015; MacDonnell & 

Macdonald, 2012). Using journey as a metaphor is not new to educational studies and can be a 

powerful tool for interpreting lived experiences (Boylorn, 2009; Tillotson, 2012). Anzaldua 

(2015) presents a theory of writing as a means of healing through deconstructing and 
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reconstructing facets of human experience using a fateful Aztec mythical character as a metaphor 

for destruction and regeneration of humanity:  

Coyolxauhqui16 is your symbol for both the process of emotional psychical 

dismemberment, splitting body/mind/spirit/soul, and the creative work of putting all the 

pieces together in a new form, a partially unconscious work done in the night by the light 

of the moon, a labor or re-visioning and re-membering. (p. 124)  

Ultimately, narratological techniques such as metaphor-laden storytelling can help educators to 

express the principles of critical theory in a simple manner without diluting its meaning 

(Brookfield, 2005). Jeppsson, Haglund, Amin, and Strömdahl (2013) examine the value of 

conceptual metaphors to understanding complex problems in educational discourse throughout 

lived experiences via narratives. Few subjects are more complex than multi-faceted personalities. 

The concept of possible selves is a metaphorical device that permits the examination of 

human personality in its own context.  

The malleability of possible selves provides an effective pathway for disengaging from 

goals that may no longer be relevant and the ability to renew focus more exclusively on 

areas of life important for completion of one's life identity and story. (Bolkan, Hooker, & 

Coehlo, 2015, p. 43) 

Setting personal goals "(such as developing possible selves) can optimize a person's ability to 

cope with many life transitions" (Bolkan et al., 2015, p. 45) over a life span such as death, 

sickness, and pilgrimage. Women "have choices about whether to change aspects of their 

identity" (Flannery, 2000, p. 54) which presupposes a nonessentialist perspective to identity 

development and which sets the etiology of possible selves. In other words, possible selves are a 

                                                 
16 An Aztec deity dismembered for trying to kill her parent 
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feasible unit of analysis when examining personal identity development (i.e., series of 

transitions) over a life span through narratives. 

Personal Stories  

Personal stories become "the map of our experience" (Cortazzi, 1993, p. 139). Their 

temporal and interactive nature complements the three-dimensional space of contemporary 

narrative inquiry (Clandinin & Murphy, 2009; Cortazzi, 1993). Autoethnography provides a 

researcher-participant with a forum in which to explore the intersection of multiple layers of life 

experiences (i.e., mental illness, spirituality, grief) through introspection while possibly giving 

voice to the once silent (Boylorn, 2009; Ronai, 1996). Bhattacharya (2007/2015, in press) 

describes how personal narratives can effectively facilitate a deeper understanding of issues in 

adult education pertaining to de/colonizing, transnational identities, and vulnerability in higher 

education. Personal narratives can lead to transformation through meaning constructed through 

the sharing of those stories (Thomson, 2011). Chang (2013) describes the personal process, 

methods, and products of autoethnography. She confirms that autoethnographers often start with 

a reflection on their experiences or interests, can collaborate with others, and organize chunks of 

data to facilitate analysis (Chang, 2013). Karpiak (2010) has found that researching the personal 

stories of her adult students "as narratives of discovery" (p. 14) has provided them and her with a 

particularly keen insight in and emergent patterns of their learning and development over a life 

course. By writing "themselves into knowing" (Karpiak, 2010, p. 21), adult learners can better 

understand their experienced life events and their own agency in identity development. Put 

another way, autoethnographic writing is a form of discovery through an intense reflection upon 

lived experiences. 
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This call to reflection corroborates the methodology of using an individual approach that 

focuses on personal journals and the researcher-participant’s grandfather's autobiography as 

primary sources and then grouping found data into synthesized personal stories of challenge or 

transition. Chang (2013) notes that autoethnography's purpose extends beyond "personal stories" 

to "expand the understanding of social realities through the lens of the researcher's personal 

experiences" (p. 108). In a sense, scholarly personal narratives are autobiographical narrative 

inquiries grounded in theory to better interpret and understand phenomena; their reflective power 

can highlight the value to social science research, and to adult learning and teaching in particular 

(Brookfield, 2013; Nash 2004; Shaw & DeForge, 2014; Taylor, 2009). For example, the personal 

stories of dealing with mental illness reflects a unique perspective on a counter-cultural narrative 

of mental health care access and status in contemporary American society. Personal narratives 

can facilitate learning by facilitating the linkage between personal experiences, learning 

objectives, and identity development theory (Bhattacharya & Payne, 2016; O’Neill, 2009). 

Narratives can logically link critical nodes in conceptual frameworks, thereby promoting 

understanding and—more importantly—implementation of actions with long-term effects 

(Culkin, 2013a). In this way, these narratives "become vehicles for social critiques through 

which readers gain understandings of autoethnographers' social realities and of the social forces 

contextualizing their experiences" (Chang, 2013, p. 109). As for the writing style, the researcher-

participant chose "confessional-emotive" (Chang, 2013, pp. 118-119) for the integrated story 

because it best enables him to represent personal data in a relational way. In this 

autoethnographic study, the use of personal narratives and an intersectional story to link key 

concepts aligns with Reissman's (2002) "analysis of narratives as performance" (Bhattacharya, 

2007, p. 174). 
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 Deidre’s Tale: Airborne School! 

“It’s funny how past events resurface sometimes…” (Culkin, Journal 4) I begin an entry 

for October 27, 1994. One such event happened while I was a student at Airborne School at Fort 

Benning, Georgia, in the summer of 1991. This is a story of transition and persevering through 

mental strife accompanied by the fear of failure. 

My last of five required jumps from airworthy planes occurred on a windy afternoon. The 

jumpmaster called us to stand up and shuffle toward the open door. We were about 2,000 feet up, 

but it could have been two feet and I would have been just as scared. I had graduated from West 

Point about two months before, and this was one of my first experiences with the real Army. As 

the jumpmaster held out the tether rope for me to grab, I must have momentarily lost focus while 

he looked away for a split second. The next thing I knew was “the rope was across the front of 

my neck” (Journal 4, October 27, 1994) which, unbeknown to me, would have strangled me as I 

jumped out. A sergeant held me back to untangle me before someone kicked me out of the plane. 

At graduation the next day, the school commander awarded the sergeant a medal for his actions 

and anonymously singled me out in his speech as a student who had not heeded safety 

instructions. Years later, I talked to a classmate who verified that I had not let him down, but the 

sting of regret was still present.  

I have learned two things from this experience. First, I can persevere in a career over a 

long period of time. In other words, one bad day does not make a career. Second, humor can 

facilitate healing and change perspectives. Now, when my wife and I hand something to each 

other and one fumbles it, we cry, “Airborne School!” with a smile. As I wrote in closing this 

journal entry, “Life is about—in one aspect—faith and survival” (Culkin, Journal 4, October 27, 

1994). As I concluded the following year after some reflection and rumination, I realized that 
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true value comes from above and within. “For the true measure of my aptitude, worth, dedication 

is inside—in the eyes of God, not my boss. All may not be seen by man, but all will be 

comprehended by God” (Journal 4, March 3, 1995). Over the years, this critical lesson—that I 

control my attitude and how I respond to failure and perceived regrets—has been reinforced 

(Journal 4, March 27, 1995 & April 22, 1996). 

As I matured in my career, my attitude has grown more confident and positive. Rather 

than be fueled by anger, I decided to be motivated by love. Some may have seen this as a 

vulnerability, because some classmates have commented: “…needs to let others help him as 

much as he helps others, this guy is so nice no one will do anything for him (may be taken 

advantage of), may make decisions too quickly” (Journal 4, March 22, 1996). In short, I have 

chosen to love despite others’ opinions which have sometimes led to rash judgments. 

In conclusion, Airborne School trained me to be a better person across several levels and 

layers. I became qualified to jump out of airplanes with a parachute; but, more importantly, I 

eventually learned not to worry so much about what others may think of me. They cannot judge 

me until they have experienced what I have, and I must do likewise. Additionally, I have learned 

more about my preference to be self-paced. There is “an elemental part of my psyche and 

character that resists other people’s ‘momentum of crisis’ (Journal 4, April 17, 1997). Call it 

passive-aggressiveness, but I have more peace now than when I was that young lieutenant at Fort 

Benning. 

 Digging Deeper 

It is up to each adult learner to define himself/herself and his/her educational goals with 

an open mind, heart, and soul. To develop as self-authored citizens in contemporary society, 

adult learners need to create their own meaning and "an evolving sense of identity and eventually 
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the capacity to create an internal sense of self that considers one's social identities (intrapersonal 

capacities), and an evolving willingness to refrain from judgment when interacting with diverse 

others" (Barber et al., 2013, p. 868; see also Kegan, 1982). In other words, the researcher-

participant had to focus on who he could be in order to determine how he could become that 

person. 

This reflection on the linkage of self-concept to adult learning can be expressed 

poetically.  

If I am a pilgrim, 
why am I known  
to all but myself?  
Can I be certain I will  
become whom my father wishes,  
when I don’t know the path? 
 
Perhaps I should listen to my guides; 
silence stings, but it also forces me 
to listen through the mask, 
humbling even the deepest pride. 
 
Write, they say, so 
you will know yourself. 
So I write to understand; 
perhaps to cope  
with grieving my loss, 
with my mental doubts & fears, 
with my spiritual waywardness. 
 
Is this God’s way? 
What if this is all there is? 
 
The concept of possible selves presents another perspective on such experiential learning. 

Writing personal narratives of potential identities can influence one’s thoughts, decisions, and 

behavior over time. These conceptual foundations inform lived experiences and therefore one’s 

“relationships, teaching, and ways of being” (Sameshima, 2007, p. 11). By introspectively 

writing about an incident that occurred decades ago, the researcher-participant has learned not to 
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view himself as a publicly humiliated officer but as a young man who, by openly embracing that 

experience with narrative aids, has learned to develop into a more self-possessed person. 

 Aron’s Tale: Marrying my Best Friend 

I married my soulmate almost twenty years ago. This is a story of transition into married 

partnership with the inherent challenges that overlap my professional and spiritual lives. 

The seed of this love has continued to grow since I first met her at a college football 

game. “With her I feel selfless love, patience, a desire to nurture, and hope for the future” 

(Culkin, Journal 4, March 20, 1995). As I approached the sacrament of matrimony, I 

experienced normal levels of anxiety coupled with abnormal levels of self-doubt spurred by my 

bio-chemical imbalance. I asked for God’s help for stability: “Thank you Lord, thanks for 

keeping me positive and able to conquer negative and doubting thoughts” (Culkin, Journal 4, 

March 27, 1995). Over the years, my wife has taught me how to mature in love, constructively 

discard unrequited love, trust that I’m normal, and enjoy life (Journal 4, April 26, 1996 & 

December 28, 1999). 

This wisdom of my wife, I have come to realize, springs from God. As early as 1996, I 

have written about “the possibility that God may perhaps help guide me through her” (Journal 4, 

July 14). This wisdom demonstrates the transcendence of true love. I love my wife most of all on 

earth because “she loves me just as much as I love her” (Journal 4, July 12, 1998) and I have a 

sense of peace when in her presence (Culkin & Family, Journal 16, October 25, 1993). Through 

deployments and other absences, we have found that our love has crystalized through the 

crucible of adjusted expectations, her “mental duress on my behalf, and loneliness” (Culkin, 

Journal 5, December 29, 2005). In other words, communication—particularly during tough 
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times—has been a key to our resilience as a couple. I wrote a poem about this topic that includes 

this stanza: 

Unmasked expression is our souls’ currency. 
Whether our bodies convey 
priorities otherwise hidden, fears, 
emotions, hopes, anticipations, desires, and agendae; 
the souls’ primal expressions provide 
checkboards for feedback and context for  
the unexplainable…. (Culkin, Journal 5, December 2005) 
 

In this context, feeling comfortable with my wife has garnered trust, thereby allowing me to open 

my invisible wounds to her. In this sense, our lines of communication have been therapeutic. 

Early in our relationship and before my diagnosis, I wrote her:  

Thank you for being my most trusting and best friend. Thanks for all the times you let me 

cry on your shoulder, voice my concerns and anxieties, and just be with you…. You’ve 

been so patient and honest with me…. it has allowed me to love you deeper (and depend 

on you more), despite my shortcomings. (Culkin & Family, Journal 16, March 20, 1995) 

So, acceptance of my invisible wounds endeared me even more to my future wife. 

Indeed, the doubting disease has always lurked around the corners of milestones in my 

life. The most important things my wife and best friend has taught me are the importance of 

praying together, listening to her, living in the present with a positive attitude, and not taking her 

for granted (Journal 4, February 27, 1995, March 22, 1996, September 6, 1997, May 2/15, 1998, 

September 1998, July 10, 1998, & December 29, 2000; Journal 7, February 2006). They remain 

the benchmarks to measure how far I have fallen when I fail her. At the same time, I have 

learned how she has helped me through my struggles with anxiety. Before we married in 1995, I 

wrote to her, “In many ways, you’re like a prayer answered. I have been praying for years to 

meet someone my age who cares about me as much as I care about her/him” (Journal 16, August 
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circa 1993). At that time, neither of us understood the implications of an OCD-infused 

relationship. This sense of a spiritual bond with a friend has become a critical element in our 

marriage (Journal 16, September 15, 1993). 

A key lesson I have learned from our marriage is to never take each other for granted. We 

are different people with different thoughts, personalities, and perspectives. For example, I once 

assumed she cleaned the bathroom when it was my turn because I had let her down. I couldn’t 

fathom she might have been bored or even pushed away by my compulsive study habits (Culkin, 

Journal 7, February 2006). Yet, we love each other dearly, and we need to remember that by 

celebrating our differences. While we complement each other, we must not forget to be grateful 

for each other—every day (Culkin, Journal 7, February 2006 & June 2007). 

Digging Deeper 

Marriage is a major life event in this bildungsroman because of its timing and effect on 

the relationship. Hogan (1978) describes how socially accepted roles and timelines impact 

personal life-event expectations:  

...the passage of an American boy from adolescence to adulthood occurs optimally in a 

socially prescribed fashion when he first finishes his formal schooling, next becomes 

financially independent through employment at a full-time job, and finally forms a family 

of procreation by marriage. (p. 574) 

While his wife was younger than the researcher-participant at the time of the wedding, the timing 

of the life event benefited both (see Schlossberg, 2011; Smith & Taylor, 2010). For the 

researcher-participant, his wife has served as the archetypal anchor for his character development 

as they have both coped with his mental illness and the deaths of his parents over the course of 

the 20-plus-year marriage. The mature friendship that has developed between the researcher and 
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his wife/care giver has promoted his identity development despite the timing of negative life 

events, resulting in a healthy approach to self-assessment over time (Neugarten, 1969). At the 

same time, the trusting relationship developed between the researcher-participant and his spouse 

has enabled a context for collaborative development and meaning making “which may very well 

be the fundamental context of personality development” (Kegan, 1982, p. 264). In a sense, the 

matured relationship between the researcher-participant and his wife, despite some negative 

selves of the participant, has provided a holding environment in which both have allowed 

themselves to learn informally about OCD, themselves, and their relationship while developing 

into unique, self-authored individuals (Kegan, 1994). 

 Vince’s Tale: Adjusting to a New Job and Role 

After years of teaching mid-career officers in the military, I transitioned into a post-

retirement job as an online instructor. This reflects trends in my life. 

When my wife and I had decided when I would retire from the army, I didn’t realize how 

much of a mental shift would be required for me to think, act, and talk like a civilian. To spur 

this transition, I purposefully placed myself in unordinary—for me—circumstances. For 

example, I traveled to local historic sites and even hiked part of the Appalachian Train near its 

midpoint in the vicinity of historic Harper’s Ferry, West Virginia (Culkin, Journal 13). In a 

reflective moment during this trek, I constructed a concept map linking my need to smile more 

with improved family life, a more positive outlook, and developed holiness (Culkin, Journal 13). 

In this new environment, I was able to ponder the key tenets of happiness. I concluded: 

The more I grow in life, the more I realize choices are what define us. The choices 

we make and stand by outline our morals, consequences, battles, and legacy. It’s not the 

great works of art, literature, position, or fame; rather, it is our life direction from 
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sometimes the earliest years…. Life is complex, but the choices are simple. I hope I have 

honored the war dead—on both sides—today at Antietam with my service. (Culkin, 

Journal 13, January 17, 2013) 

During transitions like instructorship or other demanding jobs, I’ve tended to fear failing 

and to be negative about my capabilities. This negativity has sometimes made me desire quitting 

the Army. Regardless of my job, I have consistently questioned my own vocation, family role, 

and occupation (Culkin, Journal 4, February 25, 1994). This is especially when I change jobs. I 

have observed not liking that transitory aspect of military life early on: “There a[re] times when I 

don’t feel competent enough, forthright enough, or experienced to be promoted or even get ‘the 

tough jobs.’ Should I ever get out [of the Army] for these reasons?” (Culkin, Journal 4, October 

1994). 

During transition periods, I have found that I have to learn new vocabulary, new 

grammar, and different expectations. When a new instructor, I was naïve to think it would be 

straightforward to teach the same curriculum I had studied as a student only a few years prior. 

It’s the same curriculum. What could be so hard? Besides learning a new culture and 

terminology of adult education, I had to become trained on the Experiential Learning Model. 

During this challenging process, exacerbated by my innate apprehension of change and loss of 

control, I found that journaling and mentorship helped me cope and adapt.  

I have found that journaling helps me cope with new environments and to appear 

conscientious and competent in first impressions during job transitions. This is very apparent in 

Journal 10 in which I spend most of the 220 pages recording decisions, new guidance for the 

curriculum, and meeting notes for my new role as instructor. In an entry for August 11, 2009, I 

describe myself as “…a professional army officer and husband who has several idiosyncracies” 
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(Journal 10). In the same entry, I list some of my strengths as being: “detailed, spiritual, 

perceptive, analytical, and strategic thinker.” I then note that my weaknesses link to my mental 

illness: “stubborn, compulsive, wed to plans, inexperienced, inadequacy.” As early as 1995 

(when I was 26), I journaled two lessons learned:  

…the importance of keeping your cool when things go to hell, particularly if people’s 

[sic] lives count upon your decisions. I have found I can get calmer—w/ metabolism also 

slowing down—to survive hostile environments and crisis situations. Second, staying 

alert can save your life. Thinking about possible, upcoming problems or situations can 

prepare you for coping with problem situations [when they occur]. Oh, well, time to 

continue to be upbeat and not take things personally. (Culkin & Family, Journal 16, 

August 12, 1995, underline in original) 

In other words, dealing with my internal struggles—even before my diagnosis—taught me a lot 

how to handle serious external challenges in my professional life experiences. 

As an instructor, I have kept a running log of best pedagogical practices. These include 

recommendations for internet search engines, how to make announcements on learning 

management systems, student integration techniques, and the use of online blogs and journals to 

get in-class feedback from students. Two key concepts I try to employ is keeping it simple and 

focusing on the users’—i.e., the students’—learning needs. Online learning sites should present 

information in a way “…the user needs, not what the designer wants” (Culkin, Journal 6, 

September 6, 2006). Even as a seasoned officer in Afghanistan, I found that journaling decisions, 

philosophies, assumptions, and organizational contacts helped me to transition into new roles or 

positions (Culkin, Journal 14). In other words, there’s always room to grow. 
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So, what is the nature of my transition experiences? They seem to center on my roles and 

responsibilities. For instance, when transitioning from a staff officer to instructor in 2009, I 

finally had a job to which I had aspired—but a mental shift was needed. First, I had to realize 

that my job was now to broaden young mid-career officers’ thinking beyond their experience, no 

matter how diverse it is. I concluded long ago that if “we will to accept new thinking,…we will 

be that much more open-minded, regardless of discipline” (Culkin, Journal 2, January 15, 2004). 

I have consistently reminded myself to be open-minded and be true to myself during job 

transitions (Journal 4, July 19, 1996). “By identifying the decisive points and being able to at 

least influence the thinking of decision makers, planners can make their mark” (Culkin, Journal 

10, March 26, 2011). By more effectively transitioning, I have learned to have more empathy. 

I have especially grown in empathy for my students. I have realized that getting them 

involved on their own terms is critical. What they have to share is just as important—if not more 

so—than your agenda. In Journal 2, I remind myself to curb my temper and impatience in 

pedagogy (December 16, 2003). This empathy then allows me to share what I know with 

confidence that the students will actively engage with that knowledge. Tools such as 

collaborative learning techniques, shared databases, and video casting can exploit the unique 

characteristics of information technology for achieving educational outcomes in online 

programs.  

By capturing and sharing lessons learned, I have become a better facilitator for adult 

learning. I’m still learning, and tools such as a running instructional log help me to learn how to 

develop these skills. As a result of this continuous process, I regularly try to employ innovative 

integration and pedagogical techniques. For example, I invited recently graduated students to talk 

to my next cohort to spell out expectations, time commitments, and prioritization. The new 
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students certainly found the graduates to have more credibility than I. “In the long run, we gain 

only the knowledge we desire. Education is a willful choice” (Culkin, Journal 2, April 27, 2004). 

Much of this learning has been informal but nonetheless effective. 

An example of this informal learning during transition occurred during the midpoint of 

my military career. I debated leaving a job I did not love to pursue opportunities I dreamed 

existed. They didn’t. I went through the head hunter process in an environment in which being 

almost 30 was old. By persevering in this process, I learned I could stay in a job I did not love 

but retire from it as early as I could to pursue something I loved. The fear of failure and doubting 

my ability to cope with it was constant. In a card I wrote to my wife early in our marriage, I tried 

to hide from the ever-present fear of failure: “Thinking about careers. Maybe getting out after 

company command to pursue a more satisfying career (where fear of past and future failure isn’t 

so acute), like education admin. or teaching, may be in line…” (Culkin & Family, Journal 16, 

April 24, 1995). Put another way, even thinking about transitions—whether they occur or not—

can be stressful. 

There has been perhaps no more serious life transition for me recently than retiring in 

February 2013 from the military service after 25 years in uniform. Becoming a civilian has 

entailed both physical and cognitive transformations that, two years later, are still taking place. 

Journal entries indicate my plans to coordinate my retirement ceremony, a civilian dress 

wardrobe, my section hike on the Appalachian Trail, a new civilian job, and continued medical 

care through the Veteran’s Health Administration and insurance (Culkin, Journal 12). 

Digging Deeper 

Possible selves provide adult learners with a means to protect their self-concepts while 

persevering during transitions to new social environments (Cross & Markus, 1991; Emerald & 
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Carpenter, 2014). This linkage of self-concept to successfully—and not necessarily painlessly—

coping with life transitions (which are life events involving discrete changes over time) is critical 

to identity development over a life course (George, 1993; Schlossberg, 2011). By narratively 

arranging and reflecting upon these episodes of change, the researcher-participant can make 

sense of them and become motivated for future change (Hallqvist & Hyden, 2013). In this sense, 

personal stories provide an effective means whereby one may learn and actively develop one's 

identity through change over time (Clark & Rossiter, 2008; Tisdell, 2003). 

In Vince’s Tale, work transitions have entailed the researcher-participant informally 

learning how to cope not only with current challenges but also to cage his mindset for future 

transitions. Journaling about some of these transitions has enabled him to see patterns—e.g., he 

prefers stability over transition and is impatient with new environments—that inform his 

decision making during future transitions.  

 (H)erb’s Tale: A Professional with Mental Illness 

My name is Erb—the H is silent. I have been mentally ill with Obsessive-Compulsive 

Disorder (OCD) since I was at least a teenager, but I did not know it until I was married. This is 

a story of pervasive challenge over a long period of time. The disorder overlaps all facets of my 

life and, because there is no cure, will be with me for the rest of my life. This story outlines the 

nature and context of the illness, its effect on my life and the need to seek help, diagnosis and 

relief, ongoing treatment, and reflections and how it has changed my life. 

Nature and Context  

For as long as I can remember, I’ve had uncommanded thoughts that have caused me 

great concern and anxiety. These thoughts have included violent impulses, sexual obsessions, or 

scrupulosity (religious in nature). For example, as early as May 17, 1998, I prayed for relief from 
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“selfishness, crazy thoughts, compulsive prayers” (Journal 4). The thoughts have been mostly 

repetitive and tied to base emotions. The stronger a thought was liked to an emotion, the harder it 

seemed to dispel it. This “cycling” became so rampant that it affected all facets of my life, 

eventually harming our marriage. 

“You’re such an ass,” my wife will often direct her frustrations at me when I cycle. I 

really cannot argue with her because she’s right. I don’t want to think these thoughts or feel this 

way.  

The insidious nature of OCD is that because it can invade any aspect of my life at any 

time, I cannot run away from it. Because of this, I began to wonder if my disorder was a 

character flaw, a fundamentally evil part of my true identity. As recent as May 19, 2010, I 

journaled that “I often fear what I could become, but I should focus more on who I am” (Culkin, 

Journal 5). Over the past decade, some of my symptoms have at times intensified. “As I age, I 

have become less tolerant of routine change and that—with changes in jobs and weekend 

routines—I need to be aware of this tendency” (Culkin, Journal 6, March 23, 2007). For 

example, when I travel in new places, especially on work trips without my supportive wife, I can 

be “moody with colleagues, revealing an underlying impatience with them and situations that do 

not flow as I intend” (Culkin, Journal 13, July 23, 2014). It was only later that my wife made me 

realize that I worry about thinking about things that sociopaths have no second thoughts in 

actually carrying out. In this sense, mental illness has provided me a unique and keen insight into 

my nature and character. 

The biochemical origin of the mental disorder has cognitive and physical manifestations. 

In my case, neurotransmitters, such as serotonin, fail to smoothly bridge the gap between 

synapses, resulting in obsessive thoughts and ruminations, particularly of any topic I would 
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rather not consider. This is what makes the disorder insidious and disruptive. How would you 

like to perseverate on the same distasteful idea until you question your own reality? I concoct 

compulsions like briefing my wife and writing lists to relieve the resultant anxiety—but they are 

merely temporary. I know I’m deluding myself. I say so in this poem about the biochemical 

source of the disorder and its ramifications. 

 Synapse: What if? 

Move! Cross the bridge, 
over the synapse……come back! 
My neurons…………stick. 
Not enough serotonin, perhaps. 
 
Move on! Cross the bridge, 
away from obsessions! 
My compulsions…hold me back. 
Not enough certainty in my world. 
 
Release my mind from 
Captivity! I’m dejected 
as I question my goodness 
when I think, “What if I 
jumped off this cliff, 
hurt my wife, 
judged a minority, 
am a pervert? 
What if?! What if! 
What if it crossed the bridge? 
 

Effect on my Life and Need for Help  

OCD has deeply affected my relationships in both my personal and professional lives. I 

have responded to my obsessive thoughts with compulsions (i.e., rituals) that have disrespected 

my wife: e.g., requiring her to stand still while I daily briefed her the inane details of my work 

experiences from an insanely long list with equally small handwriting. OCD has further 

negatively affected my married relationship, resulting in prideful, narcissistic behavior and 

motivations. My wife once challenged me to justify why she should remain married to me. She 
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made me realize that my pride is an obstacle to my development as a better person. This pride 

“…often incurs anger when I at least perceive I have let her down: didn’t follow through on a 

choir [sic, chore], was late in picking her up, or didn’t do what I said I would. This leads—with 

an egocentric hyper-sensitivity—to heightened frustration really with myself. The problem is that 

I have developed a habit of choosing to blame or take out my anger on my loved one…” (Culkin, 

Journal 2, November 23, 2003). I would even be unaware of how I treat her as an inconvenience, 

taking “my time with her for granted” (Culkin, Journal 2, January 14, 2007; Journal 5, June 5, 

2010). Didn’t I learn to appreciate her more when I was deployed? Have I not learned to listen to 

her feelings? I am grateful that she has learned to be open with me and not facilitate my 

compulsions all the time. I conclude Journal 2 with these words: “Sometimes, tough love is the 

most edifying” (January 14, 2007). Indeed, for me, love is the glue that integrates faith 

(spiritual), material (physical), and intellectual development over the lifespan. In public, I have 

often been hypersensitive to “what others think of me”—real or perceived (Culkin, Journal 5, 

June 3, 2010; Journal 6, August 17, 2005).  

Over the decades, I have realized that I have often distrusted my caregiver and loved one. 

I called her names when she accidentally knocked me, spilling my water. I became frustrated 

because I felt I couldn’t express my issues or concerns because my exposure-response therapy 

advises that I remove myself rather than confront the issue (Culkin, Journal 2, November 9, 

2004). My journal reveals that I was often unaware of my criticisms of my wife (Culkin, Journal 

2, January 2, 2005). In a sense, I have feared giving up power, especially around vulnerable 

people (Journal 4, April 5, 1995). As an example, I even wanted to control the rate at which my 

young wife got to know every detail of my life by drafting a certificate after four years of 

marriage in which I declared I had told her everything there is to know about me: “For Lifetime 
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Achievement in Getting to know her husband, David Thomas, (with nothing to hide) after nearly 

four married years…” (Culkin, Journal 1, March 6, 1999). 

OCD had an impact on my professional life too. The disorder disqualified me from 

aviation status, although it actually made me a better pilot by making me more detail-oriented. 

Checklists were my friends. I felt I had to brief my wife on everything I did at work, was a slave 

to a detailed schedule, and had a deep-seeded fear of regrets. I forgot that while I have frequently 

gotten frustrated at others, I must remember that “human relationships are more important than 

task completion” (Culkin, Journal 5, June 15, 2010). My self-pride has often made me fear 

failing in front of others and has allowed me to see myself as a victim (Culkin, Journals 3 & 4). 

These feelings were most prevalent during transition times of my life (Culkin, Journal 4). 

Diagnosis and Relief  

Life with mental illness is like living with a mask of self-deception. When a psychologist 

finally diagnosed me by 2001, it was a relief to realize “I am not alone” in my struggles with 

obsessions and compulsions. “Many sufferers continue to live in cloaked realities, admitting 

neither to themselves nor society their honest thoughts” (Culkin, Journal 2, March 25, 2004). 

Finally, I could confront a monster that had lain hidden in the shadows of my life. I started to 

read about the disease. Baer’s The Imp of the Mind (2001) reminds me that “unwanted, perverse, 

intrusive thoughts” don’t reflect my true character (Culkin, Journal 2, June 14, 2004). This study 

also reminds me of the stigma still attached to seeking mental guidance. 

A psychiatrist first suggested to me in July 1995 that my uncommanded thoughts may 

indicate a mental disorder. He reminded me that my Airborne School incident—from four years 

prior—did not need to equate with my entire career (Culkin, Journal 4, July 18). I had to realize 

that it’s a part of me. As I wrote on October 3, 1995, realizing that “good people can have bad 
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thoughts” was a singular revelation made possible by my wife (Journal 4). This means that I am 

not judged based upon my thoughts but rather the resultant actions. This realization, matched 

later with counseling, gave me the confidence I needed to manage my illness for the rest of my 

life. 

Treatment—Lifelong and Continuous  

My wife has also shown me how I can gain self-confidence as a competent professional, 

despite the challenges. “For me, addictive thinking—or exposure to it during my adolescence—

in my personal and professional life has resulted in a lack of confidence in my own capabilities” 

(Culkin, Journal 6, August 14, 2005). For me, part of the healing process has involved 

convincing myself that I am not a bad person or should be regretful for my illness which exploits 

self-deception (Culkin, Journal 6). 

A big part of the healing has involved humor. My wife and I label the disease with a pet 

name and find solace in popular films such as What About Bob and As Good as it Gets17 that 

address anxiety disorders in a normalizing way. “Both humor and open-mindedness are critical 

to a flexible and positive outlook on life” (Culkin, Journal 2, November 5, 2003). 

The journey continues as my wife and I learn to better adapt to change and mask our 

challenges to the outside world. Besides a daily regimen for medications, I have found that 

poetry can solidify and help me integrate lessons learned in daily actions: “Some self-talk when I 

get flustered about meetings, people who don’t listen, and unfair egotism: Let it roll off your 

back,/Or you’ll get a panic attack./So pick your fights,/There’s no need to be uptight” (Culkin, 

                                                 
17 What About Bob (1991) and As Good as it Gets (1997) were comedies addressing the struggles of people who 

suffer from anxiety disorders. 
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Journal 2, February 9, 2004). So, over time, I have learned to cope better with a disorder that 

will accompany me to death. 

How It Has Changed my Life  

Mental illness has not defined my life, but I have defined my life largely by how I have 

responded to it. I have reflected that I can own the disease by realizing that I’m not perfect. 

That’s not an excuse, but it does mean that I’m not an inherently bad person either. My wife and 

I occasionally have hit road bumps, such as the military-contracted counselor who placed us into 

the marital problems category in her notes and our medical records when we were only seeking 

continued care—a check-up of sorts—to ensure my medication dosages were calibrated. So, 

sometimes our efforts to improve our relationship as a family may be hard for others to classify, 

but we have gotten stronger nonetheless. Over time, I have realized that I need to work on 

listening skills due to a “tendency of mine to jump to conclusions and/or misperceive before all 

the facts are in” (Culkin, Journal 2, September 8, 2003). In short, living with mental illness has 

made me a better person, the person God meant me to be. 

I can understand this disease and combat it face on to develop my true self. In OCD 

Treatment Through Storytelling, Weg (2011) affirms the power of stories to help the 

healing/coping process. That said, writing about the disease and thinking about writing can 

facilitate a constructive response (Culkin, Journal 14). I developed Family Ground Rules in an 

attempt to glean lessons learned from various sources. One stands out for its honesty: 

“Recognize that it’s not always about you” (Culkin, Journal 2, November 10, 2003). During this 

diagnosis period, I survived by learning about my disease. I studied critical thinking in a 

methodical manner commensurate with my proclivity to routine, detail, and rumination. I 

concluded that while life itself is fundamentally simple, it’s the choices we make and are 
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accountability for them that matters: “…those choices all have secondary and perhaps higher-

order effects which may impact not only me but others as well. It is therefore important to think 

about the collateral consequences before making particularly significant decisions. They’re 

‘significant’ for a reason” (Culkin, Journal 2, December 1, 2003). So, I concluded that “Critical 

thinking is the key to actively conducting rational thought, becoming more self-aware, and 

eventually becoming less egocentric” (Culkin, Journal 2, December 1, 2003). 

To glean these lessons learned for future use, I have found that journaling is an effective 

and therapeutic tool. Journaling can enhance development for empathy, gaining a sense of 

control, and critical thinking: “Maintain a journal to improve thinking, sustain contact with your 

emotions, earn empathy for others…, and enhance my soul” (Culkin, Journal 2, August 2 & 31, 

2003). Put another way, writing helps enhance and clarify our thoughts so that we can better 

cope in our responses to life events. “In recent years, coupled with treatment for [my mental 

disorder], I have discovered the value of questioning in that it is a process that molds thought. 

What power!” (Culkin, Journal 2, September 30, 2013). In 1989, before my diagnosis, I realized 

the importance of seeking professional help:  

No one should ever be ashamed of seeking/needing help. It is just as important 

that we as human beings not ignore the desperate cries of those who deserve attention. 

We all deserve others to listen to us. It is obviously a two-way street. (underlines in 

original, Culkin, Journal 2, April 29)  

By 2005, I had reached a degree of acceptance: “I accept that I still have [a mental disorder] and 

that the obsessions and compulsions I have are very real…” (Culkin, Journal 6, October 8). 

Despite the vagaries of military life during economic downturns, I grew. I noticed some benefits 

of having found professional help:  
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I have grown spiritually closer to myself and my best friend [my wife] the past few years. 

My treatment has proceeded despite geographic separation, a miscarriage, PCS,18 and 

moving. I take great comfort that my wife actually likes me more and that I can openly 

talk to her about my illness—esp. in front of our counselor. (Culkin, Journal 6, October 

8, 2005) 

A great revelation of mine has been that living with mental illness is up to me. In a 2004 

journal entry, I observed, “The moral is solve problems you can and drop those you can’t…. I’m 

in control of who I am becoming” (Culkin, Journal 2, September 6 & 15). The take away logo 

from my lifelong sentence with mental illness is actually positive and necessarily ties in with my 

spiritual journey: “It’s OK to let go of your anxieties—past and present—to God. In Him there is 

hope…” (Culkin, Journal 4, October 15 & November 29, 1996). In this context can I learn the 

value of humility through Christ’s “suffering on our behalf” (Culkin, Journal 5, February 28, 

2010). In other words, we all suffer, but how we suffer and respond is our choice. 

Conclusion 

We all have our crosses to bear, and my mental illness (whom I jovially call Herb) 

reminds me of the strong, good people in my life—including my wife—who handle their own 

unique challenges. Therefore, we cannot judge them (Culkin, Journal 2). I ultimately realized 

that “God will help us, often despite ourselves, if we want it—truly, not desirously” (Culkin, 

Journal 2, January 13, 2006). My heaviest cross has been the fear of regrets. By living with and 

responding to mental illness, I have learned to deal more effectively with my past. In True 

                                                 
18 PCS means permanent change of station. For military families, this means they must move to change jobs about 

every three years. 
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Course (Journal 1, 1999), I illustrate the self-dialogue I use to boost my confidence, that all is 

not lost: 

We may see distance markers,  
Welcoming a stay or acceleration, 
But the road will not change. 
We will be the better for it. 
That is Hope…. 
For at the terminus of our journey, 
We will look back at the  
Potholes of regrets and see 
Where we picked up and moved on, 
Realizing the God-path was 
Our chosen destiny via the slalom. 

 

This emotional shaking of the fist at regret is a recurring theme in my journals, as I suspect it is 

in many life journeys. 

Digging Deeper 

Coping with mental illness of family members—particularly for spouse care givers and 

siblings—presents opportunities for both learning and development (Lanthier & Campbell, 2011; 

Penzel, 2000). The learning and development stem largely from living under perhaps the largest 

and darkest shadow, OCD. If OCD were described as a shadow, it may be imaged as lurking 

along the pilgrim path: 

The shadows—because that is what I can only describe them as—seemed to run from tree 

to tree and from rock to rock. They didn’t seem to care that I could see them, but they 

knew I was observing them. As I observed them, I couldn’t see defined faces, but their 

forms seemed to respond to my anxiety. This reminded me of Jung (1957/1958) who 

suggested that an adult must choose to confront his/her own shadows in order to see 
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him/herself and develop into his/her true self.19 I don’t know. Maybe I was seeing things, 

but I felt like I was seeing into my past, present, and future selves. 

All adults have demons to face, whether wanted to or not, and the demons come in all 

shapes and sizes. For some people, it’s greed. For others it’s lust, anger, pride, or laziness. 

Sometimes it’s the trifecta. These demons can create problems when ignored or uncredited for 

their ability to influence life decisions. 

 By observing multiple views of the same topic, one can gain a fuller perspective on this 

demon phenomenon and could apply it to the life course. Each adult learner has to respond to 

evil in his own way by being honest with fears, doubts, and regrets. In this story, (H)erb 

describes how the researcher-participant has doubts and uncommanded thoughts all the time. It 

scares him to think he could carry them out or have a demon in him. That is why he continually 

asks, “What if?” and “Is this God’s way?” 

 Narrative identity can develop over time and potentially have an impact on mental health, 

particularly when reflecting upon the emotion-laden, personal stories of challenge and transition 

(Adler et al., 2015; Dirkx, 2006). "Theories of narrative identity suggest that adults make sense 

of their lives by constructing and telling stories about their experiences" (Adler et al., 2015, p. 

476). In other words, adults can learn deeply about their identities; when they story their 

experiences about mental illness, they may gain insights into their shadows. 

                                                 
19 This linkage of unmasking to identity development in spiritual and psychological contexts is a key theme in my 

personal narrative, illustrated by the shadowed narrator/pilgrim, and facilitated by autoethnographic practice 

(Poulos, 2012). 
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 Colleen’s Tale: Losing My Parents 

I became an orphan on May 1, 2013, the day my remaining parent died. This story relates 

my transition into orphanhood. 

My parents died within eight months of each other. Mom died on September 6, 2012, and 

Dad made my brother and me orphans on May 1, 2013. None of us were particularly close in 

terms of geography or endearment, but we siblings learned to appreciate our relationship more as 

a result of this emotionally fragile period. 

Mom was a good person with a somewhat abrasive personality. The down side of living 

with her was the emotional drama and mental prison in which I felt I served an interminable 

sentence. I even drafted an action plan in Journal 2 in which I wrote, “When my mother begins 

to criticize my family and/or me or when [my wife] tells me I’m cycling [i.e., obsessively 

ruminating on the same negative thoughts], I will physically remove myself from her presence. 

This will abate pent-up anger.” I even mark one aspect of my start of manhood when I stood up 

to my mother’s rudeness to defend my then-girlfriend and future wife. My mother had made me 

choose between her and my new life: “…when I marry, … [my wife] will be my family. That’s 

the most important thing” (Culkin, Journal 4, November 8, 1994). From this friction, I learned to 

buffer myself and my family from her while maintaining a relationship. My purpose was to have 

no regrets if she died at any moment.  

The up side was that you normally knew where you stood with Mom, and she lived and 

died consistently—her way. Looking at my notes from August 27, 2012, about a week before she 

died, brings back memories of that tumultuous time (Culkin, Journal 13). “Drive up there this 

weekend…. Find Mom’s papers…. Dispose of food…. house key in mailbox….” (Culkin, 

Journal 13, August 27, 2012). The notes from just prior to after her death describe matter-of-
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factly the last issues I wanted to address while grieving: settling bills, coordinating burial 

arrangements, settling travel claims (Culkin, Journal 14, September, 2012). I eventually learned 

to treat her in a way that I would have no regrets if she died that day. By calling her once a week 

on a scheduled basis, I chose to maintain contact with her while maintaining a healthy distance 

for my family (Culkin, Journal 11). I now miss being able to call her. As a young man, I saw her 

bright gem of character: “I’d like to further show this tremendous human being [Mom] sincere 

thanks and awe for being herself, for a job [raising 2 boys as a single parent] well-done” (Culkin, 

Journal 4, 1994). In the obituary I wrote for her, I describe her as an innovator in typography and 

one who had led a full life “on her own terms in a consistent manner” (Culkin, Journal 14, 

September 8, 2012). One thing I wish I could say one more time to my parents is thank you. 

Dad was a good soul with an endearing demeanor. Even dogs, around whom he felt 

uncomfortable, loved to pay attention to him. He attracted a variety of creatures, largely with his 

demure and humorous—if not understated—approach to life. He took care of himself and swam 

regularly. Just before I transitioned from the military and just after Mom’s death, I planned to 

call him on what would be his last birthday, January 27, 2013 (Culkin, Journal 12). Little did we 

know then that he had fewer than four months to live. When he did pass, certain family members 

made it difficult to execute the estate and trust (Culkin, Journal 12). By early 2014, I was 

working with the legal system to process Dad’s estate to fulfill my promise to him that I would 

expedite the process (Culkin, Journal 15). There were several other legal and ethical challenges I 

had to confront while trying to grieve for my dear parent. During this period, it felt that I had this 

weight on my chest, making it hard to breathe while I still had to fulfill these legal obligations 

that only I could execute. The death of my parents within eight months of each other during my 
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transition from military life to a civilian job certainly taught me the value of perseverance and 

patience. 

Indeed, dealing with the complex legalities concurrently with the emotional experiences 

of grieving brought my brother and me closer. We had to reforge a bond that we, as closely knit 

partners in youth growing up in a difficult household, had developed decades prior. We decided 

that my older brother would take the lead role in settling our mother’s estate, and I would captain 

the team for dad’s estate. We may not always have agreed—e.g., when certain funds would be 

dispensed—but our co-sensed need to be there for each other superseded any self-centered desire 

to worry about our shares, property, or liabilities.  

By living through the deaths of my parents, I learned a little more about how I cope with 

adversity. As a planner, I can rely upon my organizational skills to develop mind maps and other 

visualizations to sketch a way ahead. I developed such sketches for each parent to help organize 

my own efforts, share the vision with my brother, monitor progress in dissolving the estates, and 

to anticipate future requirements (Culkin, Journal 14). I also learned to give thanks to my 

parents, especially my mother, by selflessly serving others (Culkin, October 1, 1989). Reflecting 

upon their lives now that the shock of their deaths has waned allows me to feel closer to them in 

daily activities they once enjoyed. When I swim, I think of Dad teaching me how to swim well in 

the ocean; when I cook, I can almost feel Mom’s passions prepare the food when cooking a nice 

gourmet meal for my wife. It’s in these moments now that I feel a connection with my parents in 

a unique way—that somehow my life experiences are linked to theirs. That’s why I found the 

following note from my Dad commemorating my 40th birthday poignant: “Welcome to another 

decade in your wonderful life experience. May the next ten years be one of continued success, 
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prosperity, peace, and love” (Journal 16, August 10, 2009). Reflecting upon dark times can 

proffer opportunities for growth.  

One thing I learned from my parents was to do things on my own terms. My writings 

from as far as 20 years ago reflect this during periods of transition and doubt: “If I leave the 

service, I feel obligated to do it on my own terms to suffice the cultural obligation of not being a 

‘coward’” (Culkin, Journal 4, February 25, 1994). A letter I wrote to my dying uncle in 1996 

expresses sentiments I still hope I can express to my parents: “Indeed, I have learned a great deal 

from you: the wisdom of patience, profit in hard-work, priorities from dedication to the family, 

and the importance of listening to your loved ones.” My parents died on their own terms and 

were great gifts to my brother and me.  

This experience of orphanhood later led me to reflect upon death from the opposite 

perspective: as a parent losing a child. This is a poem I wrote after my wife and I had a 

miscarriage (Culkin, July 13, 2005): 

 I have lost someone I did not know. 
 Whereabouts, Heaven knows. But 
           life’s coaster continues to 
 crest the peaks and sink in the valleys. 
 
 The dim, grayish vista to the right of the track 
 seems deep, precipitous—I wonder how far. 
 Not that I will, but that I won’t is certain. 
 However, can I continue? When  
 will I ascend? Will it get worse? 
 What are my limits? I am at the edge. 
 
 I have lost someone I didn’t know, 
 and he/she allowed me to ask 
 these questions at his/her expense. 
 That life bartered for my inquiry— 
 learning and wonderment. 
 
 Can I continue? 
 Will I ascend? 



70 

 Will it get worse? 
 What are my limits? 
 
 The questions help clarify, 
 as long as we remain on the track, 
 in spite of ourselves. We keep our 
 attitude by looking forward to the 
 destination—seen or not. 
 
 These are questions posed by 
 those whom we do not know 
           to all of us, 
 learning and wondering who we are.20 

Digging Deeper 

Deaths of loved ones present opportunities for both learning and development, 

particularly among siblings (Lanthier & Campbell, 2011) and other immediate family members. 

This story addressed the death of the researcher-participant’s parents, but he also has experienced 

death from the parental perspective described. Living through the deaths of one’s parents within 

a short period of time tended to increase the stress. Stressful life "events [such as the diagnosis of 

chronic illness or death of a parent], both positive and negative, have the potential to define an 

individual, shape the future, and influence behavioral strategies chosen to cope with the event" 

(Barreto & Frazier, 2012, p. 1788). By the researcher-participant having to choose coping 

strategies in response to the loss of his parents, he developed skills useful for his life span.  

Additionally, the researcher-participant has created possible self images to envision how 

he would cope. "Examples of health-related possible selves include future images of oneself 

avoiding disease by staying active, eating more vegetables, or losing excess weight" (Bolkan et 

                                                 
20 Since this experience of losing a child and not having any children since, my wife and I are more aware that our 

lives and meaning have become our legacy. 
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al., 2015, p. 44). By extension, the researcher-participant’s possible selves have consisted of 

images of himself coping with his mental illness with active measures, integrating his parents' 

legacies into his daily life, and achieving a greater sense of peace through spiritual awareness 

(see also Barner & Barner, 2011). 

This personal story of loss and grief addresses the cultural and emotional aspects of adult 

education. Culturally, the researcher-participant must realize that he is now, beyond his control, a 

member of a new social group—i.e., orphans—that has particular values and issues. Some of 

these values and issues consist of isolation, challenges in sharing emotional responses, and 

questioning one’s worth. These issues also address emotional aspects such as sadness, self-doubt, 

and relief. In this context, this personal story highlights Tisdell’s (2003) contention that adult 

education must be both culturally relevant and spiritually transformative. 

 Unger’s Tale: Major Happy 

This is a story of my becoming a confident and innovative adult educator despite 

challenges inherent to institutional culture. As an army officer without a combat patch during 

wartime, showing up to teach at a staff college begged the question of my credibility. I think I 

was the first to ask, “What will students think of my bare shoulder?” My team leader assured me 

that I had a lot to offer because my joint and planning expertise were duly needed by students 

who had mostly performed duties at the tactical level as operators. I had doubts that I needed to 

overcome. In the end, my students seemed to support me more than I had faith in myself. I 

created MAJ Happy as an archetypal guide, so my mid-career students could more easily relate 

to the curriculum via a narrative told by someone like them.  

MAJ Happy recently graduated from the Command and General Staff Officer Course 

(CGSOC) and has received orders to serve as an assistant operations officer in a division G-3 
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shop. She hopes this position will allow her to become familiar with the division, establish her 

reputation as a go-getter, and set her up to get a coveted key-duty (KD) assignment in one of the 

subordinate battalions.  

When she called her boss, Colonel Kidder, to introduce herself, he identified three areas 

of focus for her new job: learn the boss, understand the command environment, and prepare for 

the division’s deployment to the Georgia-Azerbaijan-Armenia-Turkey (GAAT) theater of 

operations later this year as a “multinational force land component for a small contingency 

operation” (FM 3-94, 2014, p. 6-1).  

Let’s look at each focus area and examine how each will impact MAJ Happy’s happiness. 

To glean the inter-related meanings, pictographs illustrate a fundamental aspect of each focus 

area. 

Learn/Study the Boss 

“You must make it a priority to study how the commander thinks, receives information, 

and processes it. Only then can you anticipate what he will expect of you and the rest of the 

staff,” advises Colonel Kidder. Furthermore, it’s critical to study not only how the boss learns 

but how (and how well) the organization learns as well. 

Understand the Command Environment 

To know how to influence an environment and its key players, one must first understand 

the dynamics of it. For staff officers, this means that there must be a balance between the process 

used for analysis and the products developed within a mandated timeline. Oftentimes, higher 

guidance and directives dictate what a staff must do, cannot do, or some combination thereof.  
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Prepare for Division Deployment 

In this environment, MAJ Happy must apply skills learned during the mid-career course 

in critical / creative thinking to solve complex problems for the commander. Up until now, many 

field grade officers have only worked in a uni-service environment with little or no experience in 

working with other military branches or civilian agencies. When an army (G or general) staff 

transitions into a joint (J) staff for operations, a mental shift at the organizational level is 

required. Evolving doctrine (e.g., FM 3-94, UJTL, JP 5-0) describes the general concepts 

involved in the transitions and employment of these headquarters. Reminders such as family 

preparation and maintaining a life quality balance (i.e., among physical, spiritual, and 

intellectual) are important. 

Conclusion 

MAJ Happy is a metaphor that represents the typical mid-career student officer who must 

return to the field and apply the critical and creative thinking skills and knowledge to help his/her 

commander. This is a sacred task, and mine is no less sacred: to impart my skills and knowledge 

to the next generation so that they grow and develop in their own right. By innovatively 

employing the curricular concepts, the students can construct their own meaning based upon a 

reflection of their learning experiences from their careers and the course. 

Digging Deeper 

Unger’s Tale is a story of identity development as an adult educator as well as the 

efficacy of narrative pedagogy. As an instructor without combat experience teaching subordinate 

officers who had credited time in combat operations, the researcher-participant found himself 

lacking the confidence to do his educational tasks well—i.e., self-efficacy. The process of 

removing masks and candidly appraising one’s current status as an educator, setting goals to 
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improve within available means, and then reappraising performance is notably valued in adult 

learning and development (Artistico et al., 2011; Rogers, 1961). In this environment, the 

researcher-participant used narrative pedagogy as a tool to uniquely convey meaning and to 

invite his students to participate in key learning points grounded in both his and their 

experiences.  

Narrative pedagogy, or storytelling, is an interpretivist-phenomenological approach to the 

facilitation of adult teaching and learning through the collaborative and reflective activities of 

creating story lines, sharing understanding, and discussing stories of lived experiences (Andrews 

et al., 2001; Davidson, 2004; Vandermause & Townsend, 2010; Walsh, 2011). In literature and 

practice, it is a new realm of teaching and learning, particularly in health care studies, that “helps 

students challenge their assumptions and think through and interpret situations they encounter 

from multiple perspectives” (Ironside, 2006, p. 478) in time-constrained environments involving 

complex decision making (Davidson, 2004). In this story, it is the researcher-participant’s 

empathic response to content-driven conventional pedagogy that did not adequately convey 

learning outcomes to mid-career students seeking to understand complex topics such as planning 

and logistics. Empathy plays a large role in narrative learning. “If we accept, as narrative 

psychologists argue, that personal identity is an unfolding story, then we begin to understand the 

centrality of stories in our meaning-making and in our emotional connection with other people” 

(Rossiter & Clark, 2007, p. 98). In other words, adult educators must understand that learners 

connect their lived experiences with curricular content through narratives. 

By restorying the pedagogical experience in his situated context, the researcher-

participant can examine and reflect upon the tensions he has experienced—e.g., understanding 

bosses, new work environments, and the balance of process and product—to make sense of them 
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in practice (Andrews et al., 2001; Clandinin, 2013). As a result of interpreting and restorying 

these experiences, the researcher-participant has become more capable of augmenting the self-

efficacy of himself as an instructor and of his students as practitioners. 

 Laura’s Tale: Toxic Climate—The Presentation Hijacker 

One professional challenge that I faced still haunts me. A senior officer took over a 

presentation I was giving and then accused me of screwing it up. I still wonder how it all 

happened and how I could have prevented it. The experience also links to an overall toxic 

command climate. More importantly, I compulsively ponder the negative thoughts and feelings I 

perceived aimed at me and if they will ever recede. 

The senior officer hijacked my presentation. He had been going through chemotherapy 

and had even received a previous brief of mine very positively. Whether his cancer had anything 

to do with his behavior, I will never know. When I briefed him and a senior official during the 

fall in the late 2000’s, he interrupted my brief and discussed a sidebar issue for 10-15 minutes. 

He then became irritated and blamed me for the slow brief, actually signaling me to hurry up. I 

responded by skipping some slides and, when directly asked, offered my opinion on a matter. 

That’s when I learned not to express opinions and just do what I’m told. I later tried to offer this 

matter to God, with little success over the years: “I have to think all these series of events is due 

to somehow a character flaw in me which causes me to question authority, provide my opinion, 

and just rub some people the wrong way. I just don’t feel like I can win. All I can do is present 

this all to God and ask for his help, for I do not know what to do” (Culkin, Journal 8, November 

26, 2007). Rarely have I worked in an environment in which the difference between expectations 

and my capacity was so great (Culkin, Journal 8). 
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My immediate boss was toxic and unsupportive. It was the first time that I worked in an 

atmosphere of distrust and antagonism aimed at me. As the only army officer in the office, I felt 

singled out by the air force colonel director. I had other encounters with senior officers who 

accused me of being “insubordinate” (Culkin, Journal 8, August 30, 2007) or not supportive of 

their needs. From my perspective, I saw instances in which I felt ethically bound to inform my 

leaders on doctrine, planning experience, staff integration, and matters of equitable distribution 

of labor (Culkin, Journal 8). They often took this defensively, as a threat to their authority and 

competence. In another occasion, I found myself so overworked with additional duties and 

projects—not shared by officemates—that I could have made some administrative mistakes—

i.e., mislabeled files, etc. (Culkin, Journal 8, November 19, 2007). I found planning, my primary 

competency, very frustrating in such an environment with “several people telling me what” 

(Culkin, Journal 9, May 27, 2008) to do. Perhaps it is little wonder I asked my immediate boss to 

officiate my promotion ceremony to avoid his reprisals. 

Self-dialogue can be a powerful medicine for getting over past, unseen wounds. I must 

tell the younger version of myself that I can let go and let God heal my heart and mind. Perhaps a 

notation inside Journal 2 says it best: “If I had to repeat today, what would I do differently” 

(Culkin, 2003, inside front cover)? In other words, let it go; there’s nothing you can do now or 

then to control the situation. I have found along the way to remember that humility is a key 

attribute for a planner, that it’s “not about you but the decision maker” you work for (Culkin, 

Journal 2, September 5, 2005).  

Perhaps it goes deeper to a core of love. Rather than letting external situations control my 

attitude and happiness, I have often “tried to convince myself I don’t love myself—when, in fact, 

I know that’s not true” (Culkin, Journal 4, 1994). At other times, I covered my anger with a 



77 

mask of military professionalism. In one instance, I was mad at someone else getting credit for 

my hard work: “I felt sorry for myself and was mad because the commander kept giving [other 

person] the glory for a lot of the work I and my team had done. Such is life” (Culkin & Family, 

Journal 16). I would question my resolution as a commander, as a man, as a husband. I would 

lament no one would come support me, and I would not publicly complain about it (Culkin & 

Family, Journal 16). I would use the journal and then my wife as a means to re-affirm my self-

concept—often to little avail. As a result, I have discovered that these trials have served God’s 

purpose of purifying my heart with the fire of humility and patience—things my personality 

lacks. Thank you for healing, God! 

Toward the end of my tour, I composed a poem to describe the many experiences that 

challenged my pride. These excerpted stanzas from the poem “My Mistress” attempt to illustrate 

a confused anguish, a search for healing, and the drive to move on with life (Culkin, Journal 10, 

June 2011): 

Her words nick my inflated pride 
and self-confidence. ‘Never brief me again!’ 
She says through her lackey, 
despite blockading my  
presentation with chatter & impatience. 
 
How can I overcome those 
who wear the rank and prestige of their masters? 
Who can tell them, ‘No, you are wrong, and 
we are on the same team?’…. 
 
I could run away with her, 
and live in darkness, 
isolating myself from my wife and family. 

How do I heal from this wounding? 
I say, live in the light of present joys, 
And the ruminations of the past will return to the darkness. 
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This summarizes the guidance I would today offer my younger self: pick up and move on 

with the present gifts of life. 

Digging Deeper 

Autoethnographically storying challenging life events can help promote the healing 

process by placing them within personal perspectives (McKenzie, 2015; Poulos, 2009). Ellis 

(2002) observes, "Now I am even more convinced that writing personal narrative and telling 

stories hold the possibility of healing us personally and collectively" (p. 401). By re-storying an 

experience of adversity in his own terms, the researcher-participant can reflect upon how 

confronting a challenging life event has aided in developing his identity and emancipatory voice 

since that event (Poulos, 2009). In this way, reflecting upon episodic life events can translate into 

a continuum of development over a life span, not only for the author but for the broader 

community of learners. 

Concurrently, the researcher-participant has realized that traumatic memories 

encapsulated in the mind of someone with obsessive tendencies regenerates the pain. Re-storying 

a painful experience is painful, and the inability to expunge it over time without erasing the 

emotional accessories only aggravates that pain. Perhaps, however, it is the act of exposing that 

pain through narrative that can grant hope for relief (Pourreau, 2014). 

 Kevin’s Tale: Pop-pop’s Memoir 

This story represents a transition in my life in which I learned more about my own history 

when I inherited my grandfather’s autobiography after my mother’s death. By reviewing his 

autobiography, I cannot help but to see similarities between his writing experiences and my own. 

My mother’s father died in 1979 when I was nine, but I feel like he has been with me my 

entire life. It’s more than having his first name. For me, Pop-pop, as my brother and I called him, 
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epitomized our ancestry and heritage. Pop-pop was a self-educated man who spent 65 years in 

the building business. Along the way, he flew alongside Charles Lindbergh in the Spirit of St. 

Louis; built the United Nations; built the Julliard School; and worked on projects for BG Leslie 

Groves, the supervisor of the atomic bomb project. He was also a Jew in a Christian culture, 

earning his name by his integrity and merit rather than by pedigree.  

Pop-pop’s parents died early in his life, and he found work in construction to help support 

his family. A turning point in his life came when he unexpectedly became the “youngest 

Superintendent of Construction on a multi-million dollar job” in 1910 at age 21 (Aronberg 

(Appendix A), 1967, p. 29). His education was informal, mostly learning on the job and from 

voracious reading. He relates some poignant stories of his early blunders. For example, he once 

admitted to his boss that he had to re-set the keys and cylinders for all doors on the newly 

finished the Post Office & Court House building in Washington, D.C. The boss replied, “’Well, 

Davey, this is only one of many mistakes you will make in your future years in this business, but 

I must admit it’s a beauty for a starter!’” (Aronberg (Appendix A), 1967, p. 39). I admire Pop-

pop for his ability to balance humor and seriousness in his approach to life. 

My grandfather’s resourcefulness, self-reliance, and humor fostered his resilience. He’s a 

good role model for me whose demon has involved “getting over past regret [real and imagined] 

by conquering fear of failure” (Culkin, Journal 4, March 29, 1994). In one vignette, he admits 

how he takes his reputation a bit seriously at times—a trait I’ve inherited. “So, the salesman’s 

gift to me, and the delivery of these pads before anything else, naturally made me look like a 

stuffed shirt…instead of the dedicated person, 3 previous camp jobs and 40 years in construction 

had made me” (Aronberg (Appendix A), 1967, p. 218). Despite the serious moments, he was a 

consummate prankster and found joy in life.  
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Despite the trials and challenges that Pop-pop encountered throughout a life that spanned 

the two world wars, the atomic age, a cold war, emergence of computer technology, and the 

venturing of man on the moon; he retained his focus on his work and family. “The successful 

handling of a large construction operation depends entirely on the cooperation and coordinated 

efforts of the 40 or more sub-contractor specialists on the job” (Aronberg (Appendix A), 1967, p. 

203). A key lesson I learned from reading and reflecting upon my grandfather’s autobiography 

was the similarities with my own autobiographical writing. Both entail a lifelong process of 

reflection that result in several rewritings and evolutions. I think he would agree with my journal 

entry in 1992: “Whatever the technique employed, writing is a good activity of which to stay 

abreast; it organizes our thoughts…and emotions…insights…” (Culkin, Journal 4, July 14). 

My Grandfather 

More recently, I have reflected on a relationship with Pop-pop that continues to grow and 

mature. I remember very little of him since he died when I was nine in 1979, but the few photos I 

have of him remind me of the old-person smell, the warmth of his retirement apartment, and the 

slick plastic cover on his living room ottoman. While my memories of him are primarily sensory, 

they still influence me today. I still treat all business socials as business—and not social—events 

according to his pithy wisdom. I recall with pride the numerous public buildings he constructed 

over a sixty-five year career. Many of these structures still serve the greater good—e.g., Missouri 

State Capitol, the United Nations Secretariat, and the Julliard School. I furthermore believe that 

his legacy resides in me. This inheritance includes values, morality, and a Catholic faith nestled 

among Ashkenazi Jewish roots. I have a responsibility to translate this legacy into future good 

for others. Now that I am just short of 50, I can reflect on those times he has walked along side 
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me and know he will be with me for the rest of the journey. Pop-pop will always be my 

grandfather, and I will always be his grandson. 

Pop-pop’s Tribute 

Pop-pop, you will always be my grandfather. 
I was 9 when you died—scant memories: 
old-person aromas, war apartment 
soothed emergent rheumatism, and  
that white, plastic-encased ottoman 
on which bro’ and I sat. 
 
Your memories still influence me. 
I follow your maxim that 
all business socials are 
business—not social. What 
wisdom you acquired being born 
when horses outnumbered persons 
in Des Moines and witnessing 
world wars and lunar landings?! 
 
You constructed quiet monuments— 
bold testaments to the republic, 
diplomacy, and education. These 
values-laden structures live  
in me, responsible to promote 
The Star of David and The Crucifix 
as prophet and witness. 
 
Short of 50, I reflect how 
you’ve walked with me in 
events of transition and challenge. 
I know you’ll be with me 
the rest of the journey. 
 
Pop-pop, you have been always my grandfather; 
I will always be your grandson. 
 
 

Digging Deeper 

Autoethnographic methodology has demonstrated a particular capacity to capture 

foundational, challenging life events in families through restorying lived experiences (Goodall, 
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2006; Pelias, 2013; Poulos, 2009, 2012). Smith-Sullivan (2008) describes this narrative call as a 

way to create meaning in one’s life: "Because humans are born into a storied world, they 

naturally learn to make sense of it through their own as well as others’ narratives" (p. 1). In this 

sense, by reading and reflecting upon his grandfather’s autobiography, the researcher-participant 

can project his own life experiences on his elder’s life story and co-create meaning for his own 

life course.  

Furthermore, autoethnographic examination of possible selves—i.e., via archetypal 

narrators in this personal narrative—can provide insight into the use of masks to represent 

possible selves during identity development. Barreto and Frazier (2012) explain this linkage: 

"Another important feature of possible selves is that they portray both continuity and change 

over time" (p. 1787). This infers that narrative inquiry with its focus on the evolution of meaning 

over time can appropriately chronicle one's personal development through one's life events over 

a life span. The dynamic nature of possible selves, enabling one to change them like masks as 

one accomplishes goals or experience certain life events, fosters self-directed learning and 

development over a life course. "This dynamic nature exemplifies how possible selves are 

consistent with the self-directed nature of development and theories of intentional self-

development" (Barreto & Frazier, 2012, p. 1787). In other words, learning more about his 

grandfather’s life story has enabled the researcher-participant to learn more about his own 

possible self-concepts and how, over time, they have come together in the ever-changing mosaic 

that is his identity. 

 Ingrid’s Tale: A Journey Toward Carmel 

My spiritual journey encompasses both challenge and continuous transition. The 

following citation sums my journey thus far pretty well: “God is what we really need. Family 
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gets us closer there…. God is the answer to the question: I’m thirsty but don’t know what it is” 

(Culkin, Journal 4, August 3, 1997). 

For me, being spiritual is a metaphor for my relationship with God. It is the journey of 

life itself. That is why autoethnography ties well into my personal transformation/self-

actualization. In the poem Treasure (Journal 1, 1999), I describe what I view as the relationship 

between lived experience and spirituality: 

As we gain experience, 
Knowledge yields pleasure and pain. 
Autumns lead to winter, offering 
Self-guidance from introspection. 
The finger is on something we don’t 
Know what to name. 
Finally, metanoia, change of heart 
May occur, when the eyes open, 
And we see the objective of 
Our journey: that beautiful 
Wife, son, and daughter who 
Journeyed with us, the 
Family in God. 
 
In other words, growing spiritually is my life journey, and I recognized that when I was 

30. Five years later, I concluded that, 

I can best enjoy life by maintaining balance and priorities, and becoming the best person 

with God-given gifts I can. Because it’s an imperfect world and God is both ultimate 

Creator and Judge, I try to let Him do those roles. (Culkin, Journal 2, February 16, 2004)  

Giving control back to God continues to be tough for my pride but necessary for my spiritual 

development. An example of giving up control involved learning how to walk with a hip 

impingement. The physical therapy rejuvenated my step and body. It was a transformative 

experience, and it is a story of transition because I learned how to walk in a new gait without 

pain for the first time in over a decade. By changing my walking paradigm, I could open my 
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mind to other learning opportunities that might take me out of my comfort zone: e.g., picking up 

Latin with online resources (Culkin, Journal 12). For me, the physical conversion helped me in 

my spiritual journey because I opened my mind to new mentors.  

One spiritual master whom I have followed since I was a teenager is Thomas Merton. He 

was a Cistercian monk who has touched me several times during my life. In my journals I have 

saved his prayer for guidance and have reflected on his No Man is an Island concerning 

detachment (Journal 4, July 19, 2000). His teaching has molded my personal mission statement: 

“Be a God-centered (holy) person who values and serves others; prioritizes in accordance with 

spiritual, mental, and physical facets of daily life; and finds grounding in my family” (Culkin, 

Journal 5, October 19, 2005). This theme of equating growth in holiness with discerning 

personal identity resonates in my life during the past decade. After a recent retreat at his home of 

Gethsemani Abbey, I wrote that “I am not complacent, but I must continue to work at holiness” 

and concluded that I must pray regularly, be more patient with myself, and let God control my 

life (Journal 13, July 2014). This pilgrimage of life is not an easy one, and I must constantly 

remind myself of its value as a journey. 

Spiritual awareness can be effective in the healing process. This awareness is linked to 

our capacity to change in a deep sense. “It is by changing our perception through education and 

self-awareness that we can conceivably change our behavior” (Culkin, Journal 6, August 17, 

2005). A conclusion I have reached over time is that the search for meaning is associated with 

constructive habits of thought that can help propel a person out of self-delusion, anger, and 

spiritual emptiness. 

The pilgrimage to Carmel has taught me that God—not our own strength—is the true 

power behind human transformation that occurs only in the present (Culkin, Journal 6). We are 
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not enough by ourselves. In recognition of this and in an attempt to learn more about my faith, I 

inquired about the Third Order Carmelites before I deployed in 2011 (Culkin, Journal 11). I 

committed myself to their regimen of daily prayer and meditation, and it provided me some 

comfort during the deployment. Carmelite spirituality appeals to me because it offers a unique 

balance of prayer and action grounded in faith and trust in God. The following entry from 

Journal 15 (January 2014) reminds me to be more patient with myself and trust more in God: 

Reading St. Therese, I realize that I mustn’t expect anything from this life but 

rather do everything for God. In this way, I won’t set my expectations high or be angered 

when things don’t “go my way.” Therese talks about charity as a motivator for selfless 

service and a source of happiness. An example of this is a mitzvah—“a good deed that is 

done without expecting anything in return.” (St. Therese, Story of Soul (Study ed.), 2005, 

p. 182) 

Put another way, let go and let God. 

Another Carmelite mentor has been Br. Lawrence of the Resurrection. Reflecting on his 

work, I note that he sounds like St. Therese because he “reminds us to live simply and with as 

much love as we can muster. How powerful? Isn’t LOVE, after all, what makes us human” 

(Culkin, Journal 15, January 21, 2014)? I have found in the catholic faith a universal element of 

human nature—love transcends the human experience. “That the Vatican canonized Fr. Andrew 

Dae-gun in 1984 displays yet another way in which common bonds of human experience bridge 

religious, national, linguistic, and cultural boundaries” (Culkin, Journal 6, October 22, 2005). 

So, Brother Lawrence and St. Andrew Dae-gun symbolize how love can and must bridge our 

myriad histories, cultures, and languages. 
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One Carmelite who epitomizes my eclectic heritage and spiritual journey is St. Edith 

Stein. Like her and St. Teresa of Avila, my grandfather was Jewish. Like my grandfather, she 

converted to Catholicism as an adult. Not only has St. Edith influenced my life through her 

saintliness, but she has modeled for me the integrity of scholarship. In fact, my decision to 

pursue a doctorate degree partially stems from her balanced approach to scholarly life: skills, 

quality of life decisions, and academic achievement (Culkin, Journal 11). It comforts me to have 

a contemporary model of holiness and self-discernment in this age of multi-tasking, 

consumerism, and fleeting values. 

I find prayer to be necessary to ground myself. Prayer helps us grow despite our 

weaknesses. We gain strength by realizing we have a dark side and by choosing the virtuous 

during temptation. “What strength of virtue we’d have, then, to willingly and openly face that 

dark weakness and still choose to live virtuously and with integrity” (Culkin, Journal 2, March 

20, 2004). This thread of strength earned by confronting weakness resonates in my journal 

prayers: “Lord, please make me slow to anger, fueled by love. Let me do Your will, not my own; 

but, when I do choose my own [will], to learn from my mistakes” (Journal 4, June 5, 2000). 

Prayer helps me develop into a better person through reflection on my experiences and God’s 

grace. A prayer I wrote in 2004 addresses this: “I especially need to check my emotions and 

desires—manifestations of my selfishness. My I focus this week on: rehabilitation, not 

punishment; patience, not judgment; service, not egocentrism; understand others’ perspectives; 

desist from judging others or yourself. Amen” (Culkin, Journal 2, August 11, 2004). In another 

entry dated November 24, 2012, I made a note to get my scapular blessed so that I could enhance 

my consciousness of God’s presence in my daily life (Culkin, Journal 11). In other words, prayer 
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has helped me gain insight into my spiritual life, as documented over at least the past twenty 

years. 

Prayer, then, fills the gaps left when rationale and perseverance fall short (Culkin, 

Journal 2). This has become most salient in my prayerful realization that I control my fate and 

nurture faith through my ethical decisions in partnership with God. God  

provides us a choice in all things. By His/Her grace, we may choose goodness, even in 

the face of adversity. No one else, therefore, can tell us we’re doing a bad job or dissuade 

us from doing what we believe is right. (Journal 4, September 14, 1995) 

In this sense, prayer helps me combat my inherent “self-centeredness” (Culkin, Journal 2, 

September 27, 2004) and the hypocrisy it can cause. 

In addition to connecting with God, prayer has helped my stay linked to my loved ones 

through artistic expression. When separated from my wife during deployments, I have found 

spiritual solace in writing poetry. In missing my wife—my soul mate—while spending a year 

away in Korea, I wrote this stanza: 

I fear the physical isolation  
Might fade our soulful connection, 
But I misjudge its power and legacy. 
For the spirit transcends time and 
Space, mind and matter. Indeed, 
This love is not our own: but a gift. (Culkin, Journal 2, October 2, 2005) 
 

As I have matured, I sometimes have felt that the truth resides closer than we realize. 

Happiness is already in us, if we are willing to see: 

I believe in my fellow man, 
Who sometimes wrongs, 
Yet who always feels 
Pain, stress, and sorrow. 
 
I believe we should never, 
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Never underestimate one another, 
Even overestimate. 
Take fellow human beings  
As your own, 
For you know not what 
Tomorrow brings.  
 
Believe in kind Justice, 
The kind that simultaneously 
Flows from a caring heart, 
And a sincere mind—over 
Which God must be Master. 
 
Believe in yourself, for 
I believe that if you 
Do that and trust in God, 
All can and will be yours. (Culkin, Journal 4, “Believe,” June 6, 1994) 
 

Perhaps this journal entry from May 15, 1996, would be a good epitaph describing my 

spiritual journey: “Lord, let me learn from my experiences, become more confident in myself, 

and serve others in life through You. Amen” (Journal 4). 

Digging Deeper 

The person seeking spiritual development has been likened to a pilgrim traveling up 

Mount Carmel during a period—a dark night—of life events in which he or she must detach 

from things of this world in order to attain the virtues and awareness of another (Saint John of 

the Cross, 1987; Poulos, 2012). In some aspects, this experience parallels that of a shadow—i.e., 

fear, hubris—that all humans possess but would rather repress (Poulos, 2012). While not 

contrary, it is somewhat ironic that one should travel through darkness to cope with the darkness 

of one's own character. In this context, this autoethnography documents the researcher-

participant’s personal dark night (facing his darkness) to ascend the mountain and thereby attain 

greater resolution in three disruptive life events: grieving his parents, coping with incurable 
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mental illness, and seeking spiritual awareness. Confronting personal darkness is a key aspect of 

faith development. 

Faith, a bridge between a person and his Creator (Dubay, 1989), grounds one on the path 

particularly during times of darkness. This bridge spans the infinite distance between creation 

and Creator. The distance can therefore not be measured, indicating a new form of knowledge—

not contained or defined in discrete terms. This knowledge is by nature dark in that it is “beyond 

any ordinary human mode” (Dubay, 1989, p. 63) of understanding. In this sense, dark images can 

represent either periods of doubt and uncertainty but also indicate a yearning for spiritual 

development. At the same time, faith is the gravity that keeps the pilgrim on the path of spiritual 

development. The pilgrimage, then, is not introspective but a relational activity between the 

pilgrim and God within the context of self.  

For years I’ve been falsely humble— 
 Abstaining from enjoying life & grace 
 Because I believe I’m not good enough. 
 
 I would sin & thereby pierce 
 Christ’s crucifix, but I failed to 
 See that by not sharing the joy 
 From God’s love received with 
 those needing it the most,  
 I failed to fill in those holes— 
 Even with absolution through 
 Regular confession. 
 
 I am called to be a little Christ 
 To others, even those I may not like or 
 Who don’t like me. That’s hard! 
 Faith helps me to persevere, and 
 Hope provides me the joyful strength to 
 Continue to serve others with love 
 Rather than self-righteous anger. 
 In this way, St. Teresa, be my guide 
 On the path of charity up Mount Carmel. 
 
 I can reach the summit by being pure of heart 
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 And by being really present to God & others. 
 By spiritual centering, I can also  
 Care for physical & intellectual well-being. 
 May I continue to balance my daily life 
 Physically, mentally, & spiritually by 
 Improving my relationship with  

God through prayer, helping those brothers &  
Sisters in need with compassion, and  
Becoming my truest, holy self through humility. 
Lord, have mercy on me. 

Faith development is a uniquely human activity that, in many ways, parallels life cycle 

development (Fowler, 1981). The primary materials analyzed in this research approximately 

span psychosocial (Levinson, Darrow, Klein, Levinson, & McKee, 1976) Early Adult Transition 

(ages 17-22) through the Mid-life Transition (ages 40-45) during which the researcher-

participant experienced much of what Fowler (1981) describes as Individuative-Reflective Faith 

(Stage 4) and Conjunctive Faith (Stage 5). During these stages of faith development, the 

researcher-pilgrim questioned long-held assumptions as he encountered the world as an 

unattached adult and then re-storied perspectives to see multiple facets of complex issues 

(Fowler, 1981). OCD only served to complicate the developmental process. For instance, 

repeating Hail Mary and Our Father prayers compulsively until perfectly uttered—whatever that 

meant at a particular moment—retarded his ability to pursue new forms of prayer in his twenties 

and thirties. Now that he, in his mid-forties, has become a Lay Carmelite and has learned about 

contemplative prayer methods such as lectio divina, the researcher-participant can experience a 

broader, refreshing world of prayer and faith development. Making decisions to pursue more 

advanced forms of prayer despite compulsive tendencies to embrace stability and routine has 

been a key to developing his faith further. 
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 Nara’s Tale: Journey as an Artist 

My artistic journey encompasses both challenge and continuous transition. While my 

mother was a professional artist and my grandfather had drawing prowess, I didn’t discern my 

talents for drawing until I was in college.  

His name, for purposes of this story, was Chang. I wanted to impress him since I thought 

we could be friends, maybe more (Culkin, reflections, July 21, 1990). I didn’t know and was 

confused. Anyway, I found out then that when I care about what someone thinks about me, I tend 

to imitate him/her. Chang had picked up drawing from photographs; I then did too. Since 1991 or 

so, as a college senior, I have drawn landscapes and people in situ and from photographs 

(Culkin, Journal 1). I find it harder to draw from memory. I also started to write poems, attracted 

by the efficiency in conveying the base emotions and in scratching at the universal truths of 

human existence. I wrote this poem Leavings circa 1990 while a cadet thinking about the 

transience of young love: 

She put on clothes 
Left at the last twilight, 
And whispered a sweet breeze 
Of past glory; 
 
And presented 
A leaf as a token 
Of her good byes, broken 
Only by the rustle of the 
Leaves at her feet. (Culkin, ca. 1990) 
 
Over time, my preferences have evolved. I began to focus on detailed sketches of people, 

highlighting the features of the eyes. I realized that the eye is the key to depicting a person in a 

realistic context. I drew pretty good renditions of female athletes from National Geographic, 

Robert Duvall, Dr. Martin Luther King, Andrew Wyeth, cartoons, and even a cock-eyed owl 

(Culkin, Journal 1, 1991-1994; Culkin, Journal 13). For example, my pastel drawing of “Seoul 



92 

from DH [Dragon Hill Lodge]” documents my presence in a major city around the world at a 

particular time and exhibits a bit of my emotional response to that experience—i.e., smog, 

overwhelming activity in the streets below (Culkin, Journal 13, June 5, 2006). I have also copied 

the masters—Picasso, Manet, Whistler, Chagall, Yoshida—in an attempt to improve my skills 

(Journal 13). As I have matured in my identity and professional development, my mind opened 

to other artistic opportunities. 

A major area of growth for me has been the intersection of different modalities of art. I 

find that using two or more art forms can be a powerful way to convey intangible meaning from 

experience. For example, illustrating poems that I have written can effectively convey 

experience, emotion, and thought in a holistic—practically spiritual—manner. Haiku 

complements illustrations of nature. This haiku accompanies the back of my drawing of the 

Hawaiian Royal Mausoleum in Honolulu (Culkin, Journal 13, December 23, 2013): 

Ali’i rest in peace 
behind sturdy doors, while the 
egret guards outside. 
 

I have written poetry to cope with extreme circumstances. While deployed to Afghanistan 

in 2011, I wrote the following poem entitled “Kabul Mountains” to describe the tensions, 

changes, and challenges I faced working in a challenging staff job (Culkin, Journal 14, 

November 7, 2011): 21 

I see you, in the background far away, 
Hovering behind clouds with your rocky 
Blanket—displayed if the Sun agrees. 
Hoarfrost-capped spires rise to the north, 
But they shrink to lonesome foothills when in 

                                                 
21 This poem was also published in the spring 2016 edition of Veterans’ Voices, 64(1), p. 59. ISSN: 0504-0779. 

Veterans' Voices magazine is not copyrighted, but it is credited here per the publication’s request.  
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Southern embrace. Why stand still— 
Rising, falling….up and down, up and down? 
 
I shift position and see another 
Side of you; this time, the shadows of men 
Long gone mingle with those oblivious 
To their legacy—moving up and down, 
Up and down, up and down…up and down. 
 
I am here with you, buffeted by the 
Elements—teased with the notion that a  
Sultry storm finds solace up your steep slopes, 
And I am a witness to tempests down 
Here knowing I, too, can withstand the changes to come.  
 

I have also found solace in writing poetry. In “Children Outside the Walls” (Culkin, 

Journal 14, November 18, 2011), I describe the irony of feeling like a prisoner behind walls 

intended to protect me from Afghan people. 

There is an irony about walls and 
What is on either side of them. Walking 
Along my camp wall—thirty-feet in height, 
I hear the distinct resonance of kids 
Playing, without expectations, but with 
An unmistakable joy. They could be 
The wall talking to me, but I think not. 

Poetry also has helped me cope with authority through humor and expression, especially 

when I disagree with its mandates. In “Waiting to Staff” (Culkin, Journal 14, January 27, 2013), 

I convince myself to wait for my boss long after our appointment’s scheduled start:   

It is an imprecise science, 
That of serving masters, 
But it must be done. 
Should it not? Of course! 

In this context, the process of poetic writing infused with humor has helped me to regain 

perspective when I become hyper-emotional and to counter my tendency toward self-

righteousness. 
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I also carried this integrated art into my grieving for my parents. On December 30, 2013, 

I wrote this stanza in a poem entitled, “My Parents’ Deaths: A Haiku Journey in Grief & 

Resilience” (Journal 13)— 

Move on—summer 
Deaths eight months apart 
and after now; memories 
slowly replace grief. 
 
Being an orphan— 
a new feeling for me, but 
others model strength. 
 

In this poem, I found meaning at the nexus of my emotional response to death and the realization 

that my social-legal status (i.e., orphan, personal representative, trustee) had changed. Writing 

creatively about life events, then, can document personal responses and capture meaning for 

further reflection. 

In the future, I would like to continue mixing art forms as a relaxing hobby and as an 

effective means to represent research findings in qualitative studies. In this sense, using the 

creative spirit inherited from my mother and grandfather is a testament to them and a nod to my 

legacy.  

Digging Deeper 

Arts-based inquiry provides a researcher the space in which to examine social-cultural 

phenomena and self-concepts from multiple vantage points at various levels of rich meaning 

(Michelson, 2013; Sameshima, 2007). Adult learning and development involve continuous 

questioning to inform the decisions made along the life journey. Bhattacharya (2013) finds that 

representing data through poetry allows the researcher-participant to dig "beyond what appears 

on the surface, working between the lines to hint at data-enriched silences..." (p. 610). This 

layered, shadowed imagery resonates with Cahnmann (2003) who contends that poetic inquiry 
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allows a researcher to discover in a multi-dimensional space, placing a unique, holistic 

perspective on lived experiences over a life span. Arts-based inquiry can offer a venue for self-

expression to those who do not feel empowered to speak. 

Poetry, in particular, can facilitate learning in emotionally complex situations 

(Bhattacharya, 2013; Boylorn, 2009; Watson-Gegeo, 2005). For example, the researcher-

participant wrote the following poem, Lost, when his friend had committed suicide some years 

ago (Culkin, April 1, 2003): 

 The loss of my friend 
 is unlike losing my way, 
 being down, or curbing celebration. 
 It is all of these, emphasizing the gray. 
 
 He is gone now, leaving an 
 ache that ebbs with the emotions— 
 panging the heart with a sting 
 that leaves the throat dry and mind in confusion. 
 
 My friend was a beacon— 
 bright love to those whom 
 he touched. Now, we are called to  
 grab the light, shine forth so 
 that others may not be lost. 

This poem represents a medium that is accessible not only to reading audiences but also to 

individual sufferers as well. By acknowledging the pain, the researcher-participant could not 

only identify it but also apply his friend’s memory as a catalyst for helping others.  
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Chapter 3 - Context of the Plot 

The stories presented in Chapter 2 - Personal Stories and Possible Selves address the 

research purpose by illustrating the researcher-participant’s identity development over time. The 

individual stories form a fragmented narrative, replete with snap shots of memories and 

emotions, rather than a clean story line. But they attempt to show how an adult can make 

meaning from and develop through lived experiences of mental illness, spiritual awareness, and 

death over a substantial period of time. This chapter describes the context of this fragmented 

narrative by reiterating research purpose and questions, describing the theoretical and 

methodological frameworks employed, examining the narrative process, and considering 

relevant cultures of silence and invisibility.  

 Context 

The purpose of this autoethnographic study is to explore how a male in the general 

population describes how life events have influenced his identity development over a period of 

23 years, spanning three decades. The researcher-participant asks two primary research 

questions: 1) How does the individual describe his adult development in terms of life events or 

“individual and cultural episodes” (Smith & Taylor, 2010, p. 52) related to mental illness, 

spiritual awareness, and death over time? and 2) How does the individual describe his possible 

selves in constructing a new sense of identity? Addressing these questions contributes to the 

literature of adult and continuing education by providing a glimpse into stories of lived 

experiences over time in the light of adult development. In short, this research helps fill in a gap 

of adult education literature at the nexus of these three cultures. The personal narrative responds 

to these research questions. 

*  *      *  * 
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Even as I, as the researcher-participant, write this story, I want—and am actively 

convincing myself that I need—to write within a structure, to cover all aspects of the research. 

Compulsively, I write the following outline for my story, before I even know the contents: 

I. Theoretical Framework of Adult Development 

 A. Life Events Perspective 

 B. Identity Development 

 C. Self-concept 

 D. Possible Selves 

 E. Narrative Learning and Self-authorship 

 F. Operational Definitions 

 G. Significance of the Research 

II. Methodological Framework of Narrative Inquiry 

 A. Autoethnography as a Method and Product 

 B. Personal Narratives and Metaphors 

 C. Ethics of Personal Space 

 D. Cultures of Silence, Invisibility, Shadows, and Masks 

III. Cultural Domains 

 A. A Culture of Mental Illness 

 B. A Culture of Spiritual Development 

 C. A Culture of Death and Grief 

 As with most compulsions, the relief enjoyed in performing them is only temporary. A 

part of me whom my wife and I humorously call Herb soon urges me to question my methods. 

He is the shadow of my personality I would rather forget (Jung, 1957/1958; Poulos, 2012). Am I 

following my co-major professor’s instruction to write “…your personal narratives without the 

restriction of…key themes, or any structure whatsoever” (Bhattacharya, personal e-mail, March 

1, 2016)? What, no structure until later!? Structure has been my protective mask in the face of 

uncertainty. While my compulsions are quite mild, my obsessions have occasionally 

overwhelmed my life. 
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 So, why am I writing my personal narrative? Perhaps I have gravitated toward narrative 

learning and therapy throughout my life course. As a child, my book-designer mother was 

aggrieved every time I tore apart, crayoned in, or folded the pages in any of my reading primers. 

As I grew, I was pulled by the power of narratives to thrust me into alternative universes in 

which adventure could replace the pain, loneliness, alienation, and sadness of daily life. Just after 

my parents’ divorce, for instance, I discovered J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings trilogy. It 

was the first story I read from beginning to end, envisioning a personal interaction with the plot 

line and its characters. I even composed a small ditty to accompany one of the minor characters 

as he trundled through the woods. By 1989, the date of my earliest journal entries, I was a 19 

year-old away from home for the first time and lonely at West Point. I turned to what I knew and 

started to journal my thoughts and fears. I sporadically made entries at first, but I continued to 

turn back to journals as I transitioned from place to place in the transient life of an army officer. 

When my parents died within eight months of each other in by May 2013, I found myself not 

only orphaned but questioning the meaning of my life journey. Journaling and recording 

questions and poems without answers or endings helped me to express my angst as well as 

discover an inner curiosity as to who I was and could be. In short, what would be my legacy?  

As the challenges and transitions naturally intensified during my professional and 

personal development over the years, so too have my journal entries. In this sense, the journals 

have captured an impression, an imprint of sorts, of my lived experiences at multiple places and 

times. In another sense, the act of thinking and writing has forced me to engage my weaknesses, 
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regrets, and fears; and this has had great therapeutic value.22 This series of snapshots of my 

personal journey has helped paint a picture of my adult development that, in turn, addresses the 

research questions of this project. 

At the same time, I am very aware that many readers may not be receptive to the 

exposure of my faults and scabs, claiming this research is nothing more than vain navel-gazing. I 

admit that I would not have written this introspection if I were still on active duty in the military 

for fear of retribution, misperceptions by the chain of command, fear of the perceived judgment 

of peers, or even loss of security clearance. There may also be readers who just will not 

understand the premise that exposing weakness leads to healing and is a very human—if not 

courageous—act of informal learning. Furthermore, some neophyte psychologists may decide 

that OCD is a common class of control-seeking, idiosyncratic personal traits that many high-

performing individuals possess, thereby diluting the actual destructive force of diagnosed cases. 

Indeed, many of the afflicted choose not to seek (or just delay) professional help due to the 

denial, shame, and fear generated by this cultural stigma (Penzel, 2000). The stereotype of 

stigma grounded in ignorance still abounds: that mental illness is merely a deniable weakness 

and character flaw of which to be ashamed and that it ultimately translates into incompetence. 

The testament that follows attempts to counter this social narrative of misperception. But first, a 

discussion about the research design and frameworks will help place the personal narrative in 

context. 

                                                 
22 Writing about my specific obsessions and compulsions has been traumatic at times, but it has also made me 

realize that they will not harm me. The deliberate exposure to obsessions and denial of compulsions to temporarily 

abate them is the essence of exposure and response prevention therapy (Penzel, 2000). 
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 Research Design and Alignment 

The alignment of the research design for this autoethnography is based upon a 

constructivist epistemology to address the research questions. Figure 3.1 Research Conceptual 

Linkages on the following page illustrates this foundation of meaning construction in adult 

learners in terms of the research questions, methodology, analysis, and the application of 

findings. Interpretivist approaches to research directly support the constructivist epistemology of 

meaning making by seeking perspectives of social-cultural-historical contexts to better 

understand the life course (Crotty, 1998/2004). In this sense, the entry point to the subject matter 

in the context of Adult and Continuing Education is the Life Events Perspective to better 

understand adult development over a life span.  
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Figure 3.1 Research Conceptual Linkages 

 

Figure 3.1. The epistemology of this research aligns to the research methodology through the 
research questions.   
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The research alignment concept in Figure 3.1 attempts to link epistemology to the 

research methodology to theory. This figure illustrates the entire research project in a single 

context. It is important to paint this picture to show how the research purpose and questions 

previously described fit into the theoretical and methodological contexts. Detail is in the middle 

while the larger puzzle pieces are labeled on the left. Note that the hour-glass-shaped model is 

broadest at the top (i.e., epistemology = constructionism) and at the bottom (i.e., implications 

that apply to the researcher-participant and others). The tools in the middle allow data collection, 

analysis, and representation in order to discern key implications that address the research 

questions.  

*  *      *  * 

This research explores my learning experiences over 23 years spanning three decades. As 

a researcher who is a former student and is now a civilian member of the faculty at a government 

organization, I used my issued computer, e-mail, and files when authorized to conduct this 

research. These criteria support the effort to respond to the research questions and are driven by 

key aspects of the life course perspective—particularly reflection, life events, self-concept, and 

possible selves, and knowledge construction through narratives (George, 1993; Taylor, 2008). 

Rationale for Qualitative Study 

Qualitative analysis is an approach to inquiry wherein the researcher seeks deep insights 

into sociocultural phenomena in order to set the context for critical discussions about them 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2013). In this study, qualitative analysis best enabled the researcher-

participant to answer the research questions concerning the nature of his identity development 

over time. First, a qualitative approach supports the constructivist epistemological basis to the 

questions that focus on the nature of individual experiences in online narrative learning. Second, 
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qualitative analysis permits an in-depth study of key factors of this lived experience without 

needing to seek tenuous connections with numerical evidence. Finally, a qualitative study 

focuses more on individual experiences and reflections rather than on generalizing findings on a 

sample population that may or may not inform the academy or the public about this 

phenomenon. In particular, autoethnography helped accomplish these goals. 

The research framework used is the interpretivist approach of autoethnography because 

its epistemological purpose is to understand the essence of human social-cultural experiences or 

phenomena through personal narratives. In autobiographical narrative inquiry, the researcher-

participant actively seeks "to set a research puzzle, to justify the study, and to position herself in 

the study" (Clandinin, 2013, p. 86). With autoethnography, the researcher-participant specifically 

positions himself within a particular social context (Bhattacharya, 2007, in print)—e.g., the 

mentally ill, grievers. Crotty (1998) explains that interpretivism seeks to understand the social 

context and interpret human reality surrounding a phenomenon. This deep exploration of 

complex phenomena incurs an intense commitment by the researcher over time. 

Qualitative inquiry is iterative in that one repeatedly seeks a deeper understanding of 

social phenomena, often while harnessing the compelling power of personal stories to describe 

lived experiences and to facilitate learning over the life course (Peshkin, 1993). In a world of 

increasing complexity and fluidity, qualitative methods provide tools which researchers may 

employ to understand social phenomena such as identity development at a deeper level. 

Qualitative methods enable researchers to describe the intertwined plurality of truths and 

perspectives related to particular phenomena. Flick (2009) lists key elements of qualitative 

research as, “…the correct choice of appropriate methods and theories; the recognition and 

analysis of different perspectives; the researchers’ reflections on their research as part of the 
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process of knowledge production; and the variety of approaches and methods” (p. 14). This 

implies that various qualitative research methods are used in this study to describe in detail the 

little-explored life events of a male in the general US population over a span of three decades. 

Qualitative tools such as autoethnography provide a useful framework to study the social-cultural 

phenomenon of identity development over time to reach for self-authorship. 

Narrative inquiry, rather than being solely rooted in a specific philosophical stance (i.e., 

postmodernism or phenomenology), emerges from the interactive and relational inquiry 

informed by Deweyian concepts of lived experiences (Caine, Estefan, & Clandinin, 2013; 

Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Dewey, 2008). This research process is based on a constructivist 

epistemology and focuses on meaning making from the researcher’s perspective as a participant. 

Richardson (2010) illustrates through creative writing how qualitative inquiry can show rather 

than explicitly describe key concepts regarding social expectations. In this spirit, 

autoethnography is a methodology because it naturally links reflexive narrative activities and 

self-dialogue to identity development—i.e., positive change—from experiences lived over time 

(Chang, 2013; Giddens, 1991; Pourreau, 2014).  

Narrative inquiry, and autoethnography by implication, can involve an interaction 

between the researcher and the material, leading to a performance of identity based upon artifacts 

situated within the unique stories of lived experiences (Riessman, 2002; Saldana, 2003). 

Narrative analysis that incorporates both structure or form and ethnographic or relational factors 

can lead to deeper understanding of participants’ lived experiences (Carbon, 2003). Narrative 

approaches to research are, by nature, experiential in that they center on particular life events that 

help to understand the past and will influence personal relationships and self-concepts (Bold, 

2012; Clandinin, 2013; Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). By focusing on personal experiences over 
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an extended period of time, autoethnographic practice can facilitate a thick, multi-layered 

narrative that illustrates a credible, self-reflexive interpretation of cultural experiences through 

subjective perspectives (Anonymous, 2015; Preston, 2011; Tracy, 2010). The emphasis on 

reflection and dialogue nests with the substantive framework of the Life Events Perspective 

informed by Kegan’s (1994) concept of self-authorship from his Cognitive Development Theory 

that directly supports the research purpose and design. Tying these research models and methods 

together, the researcher employs a series of steps to sort the data for analysis and representation.  

Epistemic Alignment 

The theoretical and methodological framework of this research is grounded on its 

epistemic alignment. This alignment is rooted in constructivist epistemology, seeking to create 

meaning from experiences. Narrative inquiry provides an effective means to do that in the 

context of the life events perspective of adult development. Clark (2001) notes that “Our lives 

need to make sense, to have their various elements be in a reasonable relationship with one 

another” (p. 87). Personal narratives help adults attain coherence. Furthermore, psychosocial 

scholars like Levinson (1986) highlight the value of studying the life course as a holistic 

approach to researching and understanding adult development. Personal narratives told through 

the archetypal characters, representing several possible selves of the researcher-participant, 

examine key transitions or “eras” (Levinson, 1986, p. 5) during his transition to early adulthood. 

*  *      *  * 

 I struggled at first to find a research space adequate for my qualitative approach. The 

space needed to be flexible enough for narrative inquiry to take its course, but bounded to frame 

and represent implications and themes from the analysis. A qualitative approach is inherently 

flexible because it is interdisciplinary and must accommodate multiple epistemological 
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perspectives ‘and accompanying methodologies’ (Freeman, deMarrais, Preissle, Roulston, & St. 

Pierre, 2007, p. 26). For example, Clandinin and Connelly (2000) have provided the research 

space (i.e., the sandbox, if you will) and narrative inquiry offers a philosophical—think 

pragmatic—foundation to understand lived experiences pertaining to identity and self-concept 

over time (Clandinin, 2013; Jones, Kim, & Skendall, 2012). Clark and Rossiter (2008) explain 

that story telling is how we clarify our own identities within the context of our realities: 

“Understanding identity as a narrative construction is another way of conceptualizing personal 

change” (p. 62). In other words, humans tend to figure out the complex things in life through 

storytelling.  

In this qualitative approach, the research questions have driven the methodology. I had to 

go to other fields to find justification for my research. For example, Levinson (1986) is a 

psychologist who described how those in their forties tend to develop by individually reflecting 

upon the self-concept during what he labelled a “Midlife Transition” (p. 5). In other words, adult 

learners need to take a break along their life journeys to center themselves so that they can 

discern meaning. Functional adults cannot be of much use to others or society if they do not 

know their own value.23 

                                                 
23 Levinson (1986) observes that such individual development during the Midlife Transition and Entry Life Structure 

for Middle Adulthood periods is essential to “become more compassionate, more reflective and judicious, less 

tyrannized by inner conflicts and external demands, and more genuinely loving of ourselves and others. Without it, 

our lives become increasingly trivial or stagnant” (p. 5; see also Fig. 1). This suggests a linkage from individual 

reflection during one’s relative midlife and middle adulthood (which I am doing in this research) to the discernment 

of meaning and deliberate selection of love over anger in my life choices. 
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Significance and Implications of Research 

This research addresses a key need in contemporary adult education: understanding the 

development of an adult’s identity over time centered on life events pertaining to often invisible 

wounds (Chickering & Reisser, 1993; Smith & Taylor, 2010).24 The particular life events 

concern coping with mental illness, seeking spiritual awareness and peace, and grieving at the 

deaths of loved ones. In this study, the participant-researcher’s own experiences in these three 

areas lead to questions of possible selves and how past representations of self may influence his 

future identities (Cross & Markus, 1991). Indeed, adult education provides a social forum in 

which responsible citizens can debate about knowledge and power, thereby enabling the 

development of new social identities over the life course (Cervero & Wilson, 2001; D'Amico, 

2004). Narrative research, in particular, can lead to "personal and social change" (Chase, 2013, p. 

55).  

This research attempts to analyze the narrative data through narrative methods in order to 

help assemble puzzle pieces of personal life events over time as well as to discern counter 

narratives to social inequities pertaining to mental illness and identity development. The 

experiences of identity and voice are linked in adult development, and their narrative expression 

provides insight into the nature of adult learning (Demuth & Keller, 2011; Hayes, 2000). 

Understanding how wounds that we feel but that others cannot readily see may affect adult 

development could provide insight into cultures of silence and invisibility. In doing so, perhaps 

                                                 
24 Chickering and Reisser (1993) explicitly link adult education to identity development: “In the global society of the 

twenty-first century, where change is the only certainty, not socialization but identity formation becomes the central 

and continuing task of education” (p. 208). In this context, adult educators may find a need to understand the 

invisible wounds of their individual students to achieve learning objectives more effectively. 
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those afflicted can gain a stronger internal voice and thereby more definitively drive their own 

development over their lifespans. 

Subjectivity and Roles 

Researchers, particularly those conducting narrative inquiry, should systematically 

embrace and assess their own subjectivity and position in narratives as soon as practical 

(Clandinin, 2013; Peshkin, 1988). Subjectivity refers to the relationship among the researcher, 

the collective voices of participants, social-cultural contexts, the layered material of a study, and 

perspectives of activism (Reinertsen, 2015; Sharp-Grier & Martin, 2016). Its premise is that any 

interaction among these elements influences the others. "By monitoring myself, I can create an 

illuminating, empowering personal statement that attunes me to where self and subject are 

intertwined" (Peshkin, 1988, p. 20). This systematic self-monitoring in a protected educational 

environment can lead a researcher to "enhanced awareness" (Peshkin, 1988, p. 20) that can 

nurture the self-expression of muted voice, “subjectivity, connected knowing and relationships” 

(English, 2008, p. 112). Charmaz (2012) concedes that subjectivity is integrally linked to 

personal experiences, “…we are part of our constructed theory and this theory reflects the 

vantage points inherent in our varied experience, whether or not we are aware of them” (p. 149). 

In other words, who the researcher-participant is and what he perceives his identity to be will 

inevitably inform how he constructs meaning from the research. 

*  *      *  * 

As a white male who retired from the US military and is a professed Lay Carmelite, I 

approach this research with certain subjectivities. To express this clearly and concisely, I choose 

poetic prose and parable journal entries because my poetic voice can dig keenly into my 
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perceptions, data, and analysis. Cahnmann (2003) explains how poetic skills can enhance a 

researcher’s ability to express a diverse array of perspectives to a broad audience,  

Just as the microscope and camera have allowed different ways for us to see what would 

otherwise be invisible, so too poetry and prose are different mediums that give rise to 

ways of saying what might not otherwise be expressed. (p. 31; see also Faulkner, 2016)  

Put another way, the personal narrative itself describes my role as researcher-participant in this 

project. 

 Theoretical Framework Regarding Adult Development 

Life Events Perspective: Adult Development over a Lifespan 

The life events perspective of adult development allows adult educators to better 

understand the individual and cultural events (including spiritual and emotional) that “trigger the 

need for learning” (Merriam & Brockett, 2007, p. 145) throughout one’s life (see also Smith & 

Taylor, 2010). Researchers have tended to perceive life events in either mechanistic or organism 

terms (Hultsch & Plemons, 1979). The sequence of life events can significantly impact a young 

man's life course (Hogan, 1978; Levinson et al., 1976). Anzaldua (2015) uses a tool she terms 

autohistoria to reflect on her life events: "Forced to rework your story, you invent new notions of 

yourself and reality—increasingly multidimensional versions where body, mind, and spirit 

interpenetrate in more complex ways" (pp. 142-143). In this study, with its overlapping layers of 

meaning over time, multiple possible selves, and no clear sequence of events, the organismic 

approach best facilitates a response to the research questions. Researchers such as Erikson 

(1959/1980) and Levinson et al. (1976) who exemplify the organismic approach "describe a 

sequence of psychosocial stages occurring over the life cycle" (Hultsch & Plemons, 1979, p. 5; 



110 

see also Levinson, 1986).25 Furthermore, the emphasis on integrated meaning rather than just 

causality suggests the appropriateness of narrative methods of inquiry over ones investigating 

cause-effect. In essence, researchers from the Life Events Perspective ask about the value of 

identity in terms of daily purpose, individual performance, and expected social roles in context 

throughout an adult's lifespan and structure (Kroger & McLean, 2011; Levinson, 1986). 

Human beings have the capacity to express their unique conceptual selves through 

(especially third-person perspectives) creative personal stories to link life experiences in a social 

context in order to make meaning of self-concept and life events over time (Fowler, 1981; James, 

1934; Libby & Eibach, 2011; McAdams, 2012). In contemporary society, there is a linkage 

among autobiographical practice, narrative, and the development of self-identity through 

introspection over a life course (Giddens, 1991). Personality traits and social roles can impact 

work performance and choices over a lifetime (George, Helson, & John, 2011). Transitional life 

events that challenge one’s self-concept—e.g., coping with the diagnosis of a mental illness or 

the deaths of one’s parents—can prompt one to question deeply held perspectives and to seek 

meaning in the shadowed recesses of life experiences. In this sense, the researcher-participant 

travels among these fragmented experiences through narrative inquiry, piecing them together in 

new ways to construct meaning and to invite readers to co-construct epistemic understanding 

within their own contexts (Bhattacharya & Payne, 2016; Boylorn, 2013; Chaudhry, 1997). How 

individuals remember past life events influences how they tell their life stories (Pathman, 

                                                 
25 Erikson’s (1959/1980) model describes how human egos develop psychosocially in eight stages/phases by how 

humans respond to crises unique to those stages (see also Smith & Taylor, 2010). In fact, a person must respond to 

these crises in order to progress and ultimately "form a functioning whole" (italics in original, Erikson, 1959/1980, p. 

53; see also Smith & Taylor, 2010). 
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Doydum, & Bauer, 2013), suggesting significant implications for identity development over a 

life span. In this project’s context, the theoretical framework or model of adult development that 

particularly addresses the social-cultural influences of life experiences on identity is the Life 

Events Perspective (Smith & Taylor, 2010). 

The Life Events Perspective is the substantive theoretical framework for this study 

because it ties the research to the field of adult education and to adult development in particular 

(Smith & Taylor, 2010). Adult education nurtures and discerns the construction of personal and 

social meaning over a course of lived experiences that serve as “the adult learner’s living 

textbook” (Lindeman, 1926, p. 7). In short, an awareness of significant life events can create 

meaning and develop a self-concept (Lindeman, 1926). Another emergent theme in literature 

relates to the linkage of informal learning, adult development, and self-authorship. 

Constructivist-developmental theories can clarify the linkage between autoethnography and 

constructed knowledge, leading to “greater self-agency” (Bridwell, 2012, p. 141) and authorship 

in adult learners (Barber et al., 2013; Cranton, 1994/2006; Kegan, 1994; Smith & Taylor, 2010).  

Life events help mark adult development over long periods of time (George, 1993; 

Hultsch & Plemons, 1979). Adults develop from the positive or negative consequences of life 

events based on time and relationships—i.e., “impact of social expectations” (George, 1993, p. 

276). Life events are defined within a context of adult development because they help mark the 

direction of development in terms of timing and sequence (George, 1993). Using this construct, 

Wolfe, Song, Greenberg, and Mailick (2014) conclude that the course of serious mental illness is 

often unpredictable and thereby can disrupt the life course and individual development not only 

of the afflicted person but that of his family. This is because the Life Events Perspective assumes 

that life events can affect not only individuals but also those with whom they intimately relate. 
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The life course perspective to adult development, entailing life events as units of measure, has 

emerged as a valued alternative to traditional life-cycle models because it more readily 

accommodates diversity and socio-cultural contexts as well as narrative forms of inquiry 

(Hutchison, 2005). Making sense of life events can influence personal culture and therefore the 

development of self-concept. Lovegreen and Settersten (1998) suggest that several factors, 

among others, make it a challenge for adults to learn given socially-driven life courses: career 

expectations, gender roles, accommodation to younger students, financial resource constraints. 

Adult learners tend to prefer choosing the direction of their learning, particularly when educators 

take a student-centered approach to andragogical practice (Rogers & Russell, 2002).  

Individuals develop their own culture or "set of beliefs about the self, the world, and 

others" (Gutierrez & Park, 2015, p. 92) when constructing worldviews from a continual analysis 

of life events. Adults can and do change their worldviews in response to both positive and 

negative life events over time (Gutierrez & Park, 2015). Ryff and Dunn (1985) found a 

nonsignificant correlation between "life stresses and personality development" (p. 123) but found 

some linkage between the timing of life events and personal identity development described in 

other research (Ryff & Dunn, 1985; see also George, 1993; Neugarten, 1969). A person makes 

her own meaning and discerns value over a life course by expressing her life experiences in 

his/her unique narrative way (James, 1920, 1934). In this context, the construction of worldviews 

can influence identity development over a life span. Thus, the timing of life events informs 

personal stories and self-concept over one’s life course (Neugarten, 1969; Ryff & Dunn, 1985). 

To develop as self-authored citizens in contemporary society, adult learners need to 

create their own meaning and "an evolving sense of identity and eventually the capacity to create 

an internal sense of self that considers one's social identities (intrapersonal capacities), and an 
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Figure 3.2 Research Space of Narrative Inquiry 

 

Figure 3.2. Narrative inquiry has a particular space in which the researcher can analyze raw data 
and ultimately represent its unique representations through a rigorous process. This project 
consists of four levels of data sorting. The narrative framework of pilgrims telling their tales is a 
metaphor for a journey to discern meaning, especially through possible selves. In this context, 
the data organization (i.e., four levels on the left) and representation (i.e., products in the middle) 
sometimes overlap. 

To apply this methodology within the appointed research space, the researcher used four 

levels of data sorting. The process was not sequential or linear; in fact, each level was iterative, 

and reframing often occurred between them. Over time, the iterations of data organization helped 

to tie together the emergent puzzle pieces in the research space. This narrative inquiry 

incorporates narrative autoethnographic methods ensconced in three specific cultural contexts (in 

print, Bhattacharya, 2007). These three cultures entail the mentally ill, spiritual pilgrims, and 

mourners/adult orphans. This multidimensional approach to data sorting lends itself well to 
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intersectional data representation because it examines several layers of meaning (Boylorn, 2009, 

2013). Furthermore, life events adequately serve as analytical units when they help focus on 

personal stories of interaction, continuity, and situation in the context of these three social 

cultures (Dewey, 2008; Ollerenshaw & Creswell, 2002).  

The first level of data sorting involved gathering raw data (e.g., personal feelings, 

recollections, memories, emotions, and opinions on life experiences) from over three decades of 

journaling. This level of sorting highlighted the purpose and context of narrative inquiry, and 

autoethnography in particular; the research alignment; and results addressing the research 

purpose and questions. The journal entries constituted an initial level of narrative analysis 

through the recollection of selected personal experiences in terms of time, space, and relation to 

others (Ollerenshaw & Creswell, 2002). These experiences constituted components of 

complexity in a life course (Hultsch & Plemons, 1979; Levinson et al., 1976). The raw data came 

from a research journal, analytic field notes (Saldana, 2003), personal correspondence, personal 

journals, and the researcher-participant’s grandfather’s autobiography.27 The research journal 

assisted in maintaining an audit trail of key decisions, errors, and lessons learned throughout the 

process; and the triangulation of sources enhanced the reliability of the analysis (Culkin, 2015; 

Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). This analytical process was iterative, allowing the researcher-

participant to continuously reframe understanding and context. Furthermore, by scoping a review 

of the raw data to focus on personal and social aspects of his experiences (Dewey, 2008) over a 

span of three decades, the researcher-participant was better positioned to learn through narrative 

inquiry during subsequent levels of data organization.  

                                                 
27 See Appendix A for a complete list of personal sources. 
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The second level of data sorting involved the discernment of key life events—especially 

those characterized by transitions and challenges. This process included writing narratives of key 

personal and social events derived from the primary sources and results in emergent cultural 

themes of mental illness, grieving, and spiritual development as well as possible selves. These 

lived experiences lead to learning (Dewey, 2008), highlight possible selves along with tensions 

and frictions (Clandinin, 2013; Ollerenshaw & Creswell, 2002), and add components of 

complexity (Hultsch & Plemons, 1979). This level of data sorting included identifying patterns 

and threads in these life events through causal analysis (McAdams, 2012; Pals, 2006), including 

personal responses and coping mechanisms across the personal narratives (Bridwell, 2012). In 

short, it involved an interpersonal dialogue among past-present-future possible selves. 

The third level of data sorting entailed re-storying the present in the form of an 

intersectional narrative that addressed the research questions and illustrated key implications. 

This narrative described the patterns and threads among the identified tensions and three cultural 

contexts (Clandinin, 2013, see p. 192). Denzin’s (2014) biographical approach to 

autoethnography helped the researcher focus analysis on life events such as transitions, turning 

points, and/or challenges. In this level of data sorting, the researcher-participant crafted an 

intersectional narrative concerning three overlapping themes that correspond to the cultural 

context of this research: mental illness, spiritual awareness, and death. To accomplish this 

intersectional analysis of life events, Mattsson (2014) suggests a 3-step method: 1) identify and 

describe—preferably in writing—the incident in detail, 2) critically reflect on the description by 

focusing on power relationships among the key factors, and 3) re-story feasible, "new and 

emancipating strategies for theory and practice" (p. 13). In this autoethnographic study, the 

intersectional method can readily apply to the interplay among the three key cultural factors of 
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mental illness, spiritual development, and grief as depicted in the personal tales. Rather than 

being connected by a thread of power relations inherent to social change theory, they are instead 

connected by invisible wounds of life events inherent to these cultures. The emergent concept of 

the researcher-participant’s identity lies at the nexus of these three cultures over time. In this 

sense, he retells his personal stories with the connective tissue of the analytical insights gained 

during the autoethnographic process. 

The fourth and final level of narrative data sorting consisted of exploring the continuity 

of experience by describing the way ahead. Dewey (2008) described this phenomenon as a 

process of lifelong learning through “the reconstruction or reorganization of experience which 

adds to the meaning of experience” (p. 71). In other words, adults continuously learn from their 

lived experiences over their life spans. Thus, personal stories beget stories just as life events 

generate new lived experiences. The triangular symbology infers personal meaning in terms of 

time (Temporal Continuity), place (Situation), and relational contexts (Interaction). In this 

context, the levels of data sorting—with their iterations of refined narratives—overlapped with 

data representation. 

Autoethnography as a Vehicle for Personal Development in Adults 

The first theme that emerges from the literature concerns autoethnographic practice as a 

way for adults to grow and develop. Autobiographical narrative methods can foster adult 

development and learning (i.e., transformation) through the communication and reflection of 

lived experience in space and time (Ellis, 2004; Lim, 2011; Preston, 2011; Rifa-Valls, 2011; 

Smith & Taylor, 2010). Such narrative tools can examine self-authorship and personal identity 

by allowing adult learners to reflect on lived experiences, particularly personal stories of 

transition and challenge, for the purposes of self-improvement and healing over time (Adler et 
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al., 2015; Candy, 1991; Ellis, 2004; Poulos, 2009; Pourreau, 2014; Richardson, 2001). This self-

directed reflective process, in turn, promotes identity development, deeper learning, self-esteem, 

and the perception of greater control over the environment (Barber et al., 2013; Kegan, 1994; 

McAdams, 2012; Mezirow, 1981; Orth & Trzesniewski, 2010; Pourreau, 2014; Richardson, 

2001). This sense of control can be therapeutic or destructive based upon the degree of perceived 

control and liberation (Freire, 1970/2011; Infurna et al., 2011; McLaughlin et al., 2010). 

Additionally, by presenting complex experiences that overlap other experiences and perceptions, 

an autoethnographer can facilitate deeper learning and share a “continuous dialectic of 

experience” (Ronai, 1995, p. 396) with the reader in a layered narrative (Attard & Armour, 2005; 

Poulos, 2009; Ronai, 1996). This attitude of self-development aligns with the humanist 

educational philosophy. 

Autoethnography is fundamentally a humanist endeavor in which the participant seeks to 

self-actualize by understanding his individual situation in a deeper social-historical context from 

a position of vulnerability. Rogers and Russell (2002) suggest that the  

…fully functioning person is open to his or her experience—is able to accept the self as 

is, with failings and positive and negative feelings as well as positive qualities; is able to 

cope with life; is able to love [and] to receive love. (p. 258)  

In other words, a researcher-participant must be prepared to confront his/her own shadows and 

possible selves to discern meaning from autoethnographic practice. This openness may include, 

for example, realizing that the choices and environment of one’s adolescence can influence long-

term identity development. Socioeconomic conditions may indeed have psychological impacts in 

human development (Fadjukoff, Kokko, & Pulkkinen, 2010). This openness to acceptance 

indicates a mature stage of development that distinguishes adults as uniquely capable learners 
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These notes also served as data for analysis and organization and provided a transparent audit 

trail often lacking in qualitative research (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012).  

To organize the data for analysis with rigor, the researcher-participant employed a four-

level construct illustrated by Figure 3.2 Research Space of Narrative Inquiry. In the first level, he 

identified ten salient, found stories of transition and/or challenge (see Chapter 2 - Personal 

Stories and Possible Selves). Pelias’ (2013) passion for literary techniques to discern meaning 

from lived experience is powerful and resonates with this approach to data organization. 

Additionally, he corroborates the use of personal stories during data analysis. This literary 

process helped the discernment of key personality traits such as impatience, self-centeredness, 

neuroticism, and anxiety with verbatim extracts from the data sources. This level data sorting 

provides the background and setting scoped to specific milestones in the researcher-participant’s 

life. In the second level of data sorting, the researcher-participant identified causal connections 

(Pals, 2006) in the representative stories to discern emergent cultural themes related to life events 

of challenge and transition. These connections included coping mechanisms in response to 

perceived challenges or tensions, values, motives, and psychological structures of identity related 

to personal experiences with mental illness, spiritual development, and mourning. In a sense, this 

level of analysis refined the grammar of the plot. In the third level of data sorting, the researcher-

participant discerned patterns across the connections and each story to create a self-dialogue 

centered on various “nuclear episodes” (McAdams, 2012, p. 251) that represent key milestones 

in his life to create an intersectional and interactive narrative (Bridwell, 2012). Using Mattsson’s 

(2014) three-step process as a framework allowed the identification of life events, linkage of 

them to key patterns identified in the first two levels of analysis, and then the integration of them 

into a re-storied narrative. The researcher-participant also used Cranton’s (2006) transformative 
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question framework to help create these integrated threads-episodes by highlighting instrumental 

and emancipatory knowledge and not communicative knowledge. Cranton’s (1994/2006) 

reflective questions provide a methodological framework facilitating the linkage of adult 

learning to autoethnographic stories in order to discern patterns of self-authorship through 

critical reflection and discourse. In Figure 3.3, the researcher adapted Cranton’s simple 

framework to focus on the research questions. Using this framework coupled with Hoggan’s 

(2015) typology helped the researcher-participant select informal learning experiences related to 

his identity development from the general array of personal experiences. 

 

Figure 3.3 Cranton’s Question Framework Coupled with Hoggan’s Typology 
 

Content: What are the facts and assumptions concerning my learning experiences in 
becoming a self-authored learner over time? 
Process: How do I verify the facts? How can I validate the assumptions? 
Premise: Why is this knowledge significant to me? Why should/not I alter my 
perspective during my lifespan? 
Depth: What evidence exists of a deep impact on an aspect of adult learning? 
Breadth: What evidence exists that a change applies to multiple contexts over time? 
Self-dialogue: What would my current self tell my past self? 

Figure 3.3. Cranton’s (1994/2006) question framework helps link the research questions to the 
methodology. Integrating questions about depth (evidence of deep impact) and breadth 
(application to multiple contexts) from Hoggan’s (2015) typology helps to refine this analytical 
tool. 

The fourth and final level of data sorting forced the researcher-participant to refine his 

reflections by focusing on the interactive dialogue between his possible selves and his 

grandfather (aka, Pop-pop). This activity permitted him to craft integrated scenes that address 

causes and themes in terms of his learning and identity development over 23 years. The first 

three analytical levels help inform the fourth, Continuity of Experience, which is primarily 

represented in Chapter 5 - Epilogue. 
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Table 3.2 on the following pages summarizes the findings of the first two levels of data 

sorting. Note that descriptions of each personal story in Level 1 refer to the quality of breadth 

and depth of the life events experienced in accordance with the Cranton-Hoggan framework 

highlighted in Figure 3.3. Thus, the personal stories represent data of life events collected, 

organized, and analyzed. 
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Table 3.2 
 
Summary of Emergent Themes from All Personal Stories by the First Two Levels of Data Sorting 

Story Levels of Data Sorting 

Title 1-Gather Materials (primary 
sources organized narratively) 

2-Discern Life Events (plots of each personal 
story) 

Airborne School This is a story of transition and 
persevering through mental 
strife accompanied by the fear of 
failure during summer of 1991. 
This experience had a deep 
impact on how I perceive my 
physical competence (depth) and 
continues to apply to a variety of 
interactions (breadth). 

• Scared of heights/failure 

• Regret 

• Humor enhances resilience 

• Response to failure 

• Anger --> love 

• Hypersensitivity 

• Self-paced preference 

Marrying my Best 
Friend 

This is a story of transition into 
married partnership 20 years ago 
with the inherent challenges that 
overlap my professional and 
spiritual lives. This experience 
marks a decision to lead a life of 
love while alienating my family 
of origin (depth) and resonates 
in every facet of my life 
(breadth). 

• Self-doubt 

• Prayer for stability 

• Communication leads to resilience in 
relationships 

• Invest in current relationships 

• Taking loved ones for granted 
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Story Levels of Data Sorting 

Title 1-Gather Materials (primary 
sources organized narratively) 

2-Discern Life Events (plots of each personal 
story) 

A Professional 
with Mental 
Illness 

This is a story of pervasive 
challenge over a long period of 
time. The diagnosis was life-
changing (depth) and continues 
to challenge how I face life’s 
complexities (breadth). It also 
overlaps with most other 
transformative experiences. 

• Obsessions lead to anxiety 

• Anxiety leads to destructive compulsions 

• Questioning my character 

• Feeding narcissism 

• Tough love is painful but essential for 
development 

• Hypersensitivity 

• Exposure response 

• Control over uncertainty 

• Slave to fear & regrets 

• Prideful fear of failure 

• Mask of self-deception 

• Avoid social stigma 

• Judgment by actions, not thoughts 

• Lack of confidence in my goodness 

• Humor leads to resilience 

• Art as therapy 

• Reflection leads to development 

• Narrative practice as therapy 

• Critical thinking as cognitive 
development 

• Journaling as therapy and as 
developmental tool for critical thinking 

• Spiritual openness 

• My disease is my choice 

• Self-dialogue 
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Story Levels of Data Sorting 

Title 1-Gather Materials (primary 
sources organized narratively) 

2-Discern Life Events (plots of each personal 
story) 

Adjusting to a 
New Job and Role 

  

 

After years of teaching mid-
career officers in the military, I 
transitioned into a post-
retirement job as an online 
instructor. This reflects trends in 
my life. The prospect of change 
in livelihood was the first time in 
my life that I had to compete for 
a job (depth). The transition 
from military career to a civilian 
job consists in a significant 
cultural adaptation (breadth). 

• Concept map to make sense of 
overwhelming events 

• Choices define us 

• Transition fears 

• Journaling to cope with transition 

• Journaling to collect best practices 

• Innovative pedagogy 

• Journaling best practices 

• Education is a choice 

Losing my Parents I became an orphan on 1 May 
2013, the day my remaining 
parent died. This story relates 
my transition into orphanhood. 
This change in status directly 
impacts my sense of self as well 
as my relationship with my 
parents and immediate family 
(depth, breadth). 

• Orphanhood 

• Appreciate loved ones 

• Choose family 

• Avoid regrets 

• Thank loved ones 

• Be consistent, on your terms 

• Value of persistent patience 

• Reflection to cope with adversity 

• Do things on my terms 

Major Happy This is a story my becoming a 
confident and innovative adult 
educator despite challenges 
inherent to institutional culture. 
Deciding to use narratives in an 
environment that shuns non-
conformity was a significant 
challenge, but it produced 
immediate improvements in 
student learning over time and in 
numerous cohorts (depth, 
breadth). 

• Faith in self 

• Innovative pedagogy to foster critical 
thinking 

• Maintain balance 

• Giving to next generation 
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Story Levels of Data Sorting 

Title 1-Gather Materials (primary 
sources organized narratively) 

2-Discern Life Events (plots of each personal 
story) 

Toxic Climate: 
The Presentation 
Hijacker 

 

One professional challenge that I 
faced still haunts me. A senior 
officer took over a presentation I 
was giving and then accused me 
of screwing it up. I still wonder 
how it all happened and how I 
could have prevented it (breadth, 
depth). The experience also links 
to an overall toxic command 
climate. More importantly, I 
compulsively ponder the 
negative thoughts and feelings I 
perceived aimed at me and if 
they will ever recede. 

• Fear of failure 

• Abrasive with authority 

• Unbalanced expectations 

• Prideful self-righteousness 

• Self-dialogue as therapy 

• Choosing love as a motivator 

• Moving on can be difficult 

Pop-pop’s Memoir 

 

This story represents a transition 
in my life in which I learned 
more about my own history 
when I inherited my 
grandfather’s autobiography 
after my mother’s death (depth). 
By reviewing his autobiography, 
I cannot help but to see 
similarities between his writing 
experiences and my own in 
multiple areas (breadth). 

• Jew in Christian culture 

• Learning from mistakes 

• Role model for resilience 

• Focus on work & family 

• Model for autobiography 
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Story Levels of Data Sorting 

Title 1-Gather Materials (primary 
sources organized narratively) 

2-Discern Life Events (plots of each personal 
story) 

A Journey 
Toward Carmel 

 

My spiritual journey 
encompasses both challenge and 
continuous transition. The 
following citation sums my 
journey thus far pretty well: 
“God is what we really need. 
Family gets us closer there…. 
God is the answer to the 
question: I’m thirsty but don’t 
know what it is” (Culkin, 
Journal 4, 3 August 1997). By 
linking my daily motivation to 
spiritual groundedness (depth), I 
can apply this ongoing learning 
experience in every situation for 
the rest of my life (breadth). 

• Thirst for faith 

• Spirituality as a metaphor 

• Giving up control 

• Physical conversion 

• Monastic models 

• Awareness as therapy 

• True strength in God 

• Patience 

• Let go and let God 

• Jewish life in Catholic context 

• Search for balance 

• Prayer fosters growth 

• Pray for patience 

• Prayer has led to insights 

• Solace in poetry 

• Love is a gift 

• Don’t take loved ones for granted 

Journey as an 
Artist 

  

My artistic journey encompasses 
both challenge and continuous 
transition. While my mother was 
a professional artist and my 
grandfather had drawing 
prowess, I didn’t discern my 
talents for drawing until I was in 
college. This awakening has 
opened new opportunities for 
self-expression and the 
development of my internal 
voice (depth, breadth). 

• Grandfather as model 

• Sexual identity 

• Sketching 

• Artistic opportunity 

• Poetry as coping mechanism 

• Poetry as therapy 

• Poetry as a tool for data representation 

Note. The first three levels of sorting inform the fourth (Continuity of Experience) which is represented throughout 
the narrative. Hoggan’s (2015) typology helps inform Level 1 in terms of identifying transformative learning 
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experiences by depth and breadth, but there is more than transformative learning activity occurring: i.e., self-
authorship, arts-based learning, informal/narrative learning, etc. 

From parsing the narratives through the first two levels of data organization, the third 

level (Re-story the Present) arises. In this research, eighteen themes emerged from all ten 

personal stories compiled from the primary sources. Table 3.3 lists these emergent themes that, 

overall, describe layered experiences over time regarding the three cultural domains of the 

research space. These themes are interwoven in the intersectional story at the final level of 

sorting. Because the story also situates these themes in context, it constitutes data analysis as 

well. 

Table 3.3 
 
Compilation of Emergent Themes to Re-story the Present (Level 3 Sorting) 

Themes of development in intersectional narrative across all stories 

• Self-centeredness and hypersensitivity to others’ thoughts of me retard my 
development. 

• Humor, resourcefulness, and self-reliance enhance my resilience and my relationships. 
• Art—e.g., poetry, drawing, creative writing—therapeutically facilitates resilience, 

awareness, and expression through self-dialogue. 
• Prayerful reflection—and narrative practices such as journals and poetry in 

particular—on lived experiences promotes my cognitive & spiritual development over 
my lifespan while fostering my confidence & capacity to adapt during transitions, to 
heal from past failures, to cope with adversity, to discern meaning, and to gather best 
practices for future benefit. 

• I choose my response to the challenges of daily life that defines my self-dialogue, 
attitude, relationships, and spiritual awareness. 

• My selection of love over anger as a daily motivator has been a significant decision in 
my development as a self-authored individual. 

• My fears have primarily concerned failure, regret, loss of control (i.e., uncertainty), and 
falling short of expectations. 

• My fears have fed my mental illness. 
• Seeking help for mental illness is not only a good idea but also an obligation. 
• Refusing to take loved ones for granted permits me to invest more in my valued 

relationships over time—if I choose. 
• Becoming self-authored for me means consistently living a balanced life—physically, 

intellectually, & spiritually—on my terms while not obsessing about others’ opinions. 
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Themes of development in intersectional narrative across all stories 
• My grandfather has unwittingly served as a significant model for my identity, humor, 

creativity, and resilience developed through long-term autobiographical practice.  
• Spirituality is a metaphor for my relationship with God, how I interact with others, and 

my lifelong journey of awareness toward holiness. 
• Prayer is the integrated path to improving my relationship with God, my choices, and 

development as a good person. 
• Mystics such as Thomas Merton, St. Teresa of Avila, and St. Edith Stein have pointed 

out a path of awareness, patience, humility, solace, and true development given my 
Judeo-Christian cultural context. 

• Let go and let God; be patiently consistent. 
• Personal inquiry and spiritual awareness have permitted me to see beyond self-

perception, begin to overcome past regrets, and to develop into a less self-centered 
person. 

• Innovation in pedagogy leads to the development of creative and critical thinking in 
generations of students.  

Note. The 18 cross-cutting themes emerge from all 10 personal stories to varying degrees and thus are not attributed 
to any particular personal story.  

A graphic analysis of the personal stories, conference papers, and initial integrated story 

provided a unique perspective. In Figure 3.4, the most frequently occurring words indicated not 

only a focus on narrative-reflective learning, but they also confirmed an alignment with the 

research questions. For example, terms that coincided with adult learning include journal, 

reflective, narrative, journey, spiritual, and context. Similarly, words that indicated a linkage to 

identity development and self-authorship entailed story, human, development, self, 

experimenting, authored, construction, continuous, and persons. In short, the word cloud analysis 

corroborated the epistemic alignment of the research. 
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Figure 3.4 Word Cloud Analysis 
 

 
Figure 3.4. This NVIVO word cloud illustrates the most frequently occurring terms from a 
composite of several sources as of March 7, 2015, posted on the WIKI research site at 
https://culkinautoethnography.wikispaces.com/home. These sources include Adult Education 
Research Conference (AERC) proposal and summary papers, initial Kansas State University IRB 
application, and videocast support materials. Another source includes the ten personal stories as 
of January 16, 2015, and the draft integrated story as of February 22, 2015.   

*  *      *  * 

The resultant integrated personal narrative attempts to represent the data and findings by 

interweaving my experiences of spiritual awareness, cognitive development, and journaled 

reflection over three decades to convey a story of my identity development over time. Poulos 

(2009) illustrates an effective technique to narrate such autoethnography by inserting reflective 

https://culkinautoethnography.wikispaces.com/home
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sections that explain symbols and dreams and also help readers link their experiences to 

meaning. This narrative consists of a series of episodes that describe challenges and transition 

that have high points, low points, and turning points in conjunction with McAdams' (2012) 

narrative framework. A different archetype, or character representing an aspect of my 

personality, tells each episodic tale to illustrate the concept of possible selves. After each tale, I 

dig deeper to reflect on these experiences in a self-dialogue that is reminiscent of St. John of the 

Cross' "dark night of the soul" (St. John of the Cross & Steuart, 2006, p. 71) from my own 

Carmelite experiences and of self-reflexive sections in other autoethnographies anchored in adult 

learning (Congdon, 2014; Poulos, 2009; Preston, 2011). By iteratively moving between the 

realms of action and reflection, I can describe the key indicators marking my slow development 

over time. 

Writing Samples 

Over the past three decades, journals have accompanied me. I have used them to record 

my innermost thoughts, scandalous opinions of others, and the fears I attempt to calmly cover up 

with masks. In this research, I applied levels of data sorting (see Figure 3.2 Research Space of 

Narrative Inquiry) to examine how they may help me better understand my adult developmental 

journey.  

Little did I know when I was writing individual notes, poems, and entries that I was 

conducting the first level of data sorting/analysis by gathering the materials. By creating these 

artifacts as they happened, I was editing my life from my perspective in a particular place, time, 

and mental state. That is why when I look at certain journal entries, it seems I travel back in time 

to re-experience feelings, thoughts, and relationships. In this journal sample, I relive some of the 

“negative thinking patterns” and emotional responses from a 2003 entry. Why I made this entry I 
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Personal Stories by the First Two Levels of Data Sorting, thereby setting the stage for the future 

chapters of this bildungsroman. 

 Haiku Pilgrim: An Intersectional Dialogue 

In this autoethnographic bildungsroman, I have tried to examine my multi-faceted 

experiences within the cultures of mental illness, spiritual development, and grieving loss 

through a fictionalized conversation with my grandfather. In this sense, it is an autoethnography 

of adult development and of identity development in particular. More generally, it is an 

intersectional analysis that explores rich, layered social and psychological phenomena over the 

course of my life span (Huber et al., 2013). In the end, this is a story of a life lived and living, its 

relational legacies, and future opportunities grounded in the past and present. 

Background 

Roses grow in spring 
from new buds born in winter— 

all colors fading. 
 

In the summer of 1991, I turned 22 and felt like I was about to really live. I was a recent 

West Point graduate and really wanted to make a contribution to the world. In many ways—ways 

in which I could not perceive then—I still do. I had learned a great deal while a cadet at West 

Point. As I noted in my cadet journal, the four-year experience had opened my naïve eyes and 

allowed me to grow interpersonally: “dealing with others so that we may live with ourselves” 

(Culkin, February 13, 1989). In another entry, I noted that working with fellow cadets during the 

summer of 1990 had changed my life: “What a joy it is to be with and enjoy other people. What 

greater a joy it is to know they feel likewise” (Culkin, August 26, 1990)! Ah, the exuberance of 

youth…. I was just as idealistic as the next hormone-ridden American youth, and I had a plan. I 

always had a plan. 
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My plan was to become an Army helicopter pilot, get a master’s degree in a few years, 

and then see where my career would take me. Not much of a plan, looking back. In retrospect, 

my plan was really to escape the parochial cocoon in which I had developed until then. I was a 

single kid—my older brother had left home years before to join the U.S. military—with a 

resilient single mother who struggled with her mental stability, emotional fragility, and addictive 

proclivities. In one sense, he may have possessed some guilt for leaving me behind with our 

temperamental parent, unable to protect me (Brother, personal telephone communication, April 

7, 2016). Going to an all-boys Jesuit high school followed by the monastery on the Hudson River 

provided me a world-class education but not much exposure to the “real world,” whatever that 

was. My father was present during my adolescence, but he didn’t know how to communicate 

with people younger than 40. So, I was pretty much on my own during my young adulthood.  

When I now look back on my lived experiences almost 24 years later, I can see certain 

high points, low points, and turning points. They help mark the milestones of change and how I 

learned from those experiences. The primary challenge I had to overcome was developing 

internal voice, a key element of self-authorship, as an introvert (Baxter Magolda, 2008). I have 

adapted and have grown into my own person while continuing to develop. The eighteen 

emergent themes found during the third level of sorting (see Table 3.3 Compilation of Emergent 

Themes to Re-story the Present (Level 3 Sorting)) are represented in italics for easy reference and 

context. In a way, this journey shared with my grandfather is similar to a pilgrimage. I encounter 

high points on the first day, low points on the second, and decide to turn in specific directions by 

the third. For each day, I integrate a reflection to tie the experiences to meaning via 

autoethnographic practice. 
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Day 1—High Points 

Figure 5.1 Illustration for Day 1 

 

 
Figure 5.1. The banner signifies the use of parable to describe a three-day period as a literary 
framework for the integrated story. The first day covers high points, symbolized by the 
successful negotiation of dangerous boulders in the river. 

The summer morning sun was burning through the wispy clouds that embraced the 

Hudson Highlands. I could smell the mull brush in the air, cleansing my nostrils and caressing 

my lungs. My heart was a little lighter. I was looking forward to my adult life. Then I finally met 

him.  

“Come on over here! Over here, Haiku Pilgrim!” exclaimed Pop-pop. I had just 

graduated from West Point and had travelled from Highland Falls, New York, to make this 

rafting trip my step toward independence before I reported to my first army assignment.  

I wondered why he had called me, “Haiku Pilgrim.” Perhaps he knew something I did 

not. Nevertheless, I put it in the back of my mind because I had longed to talk to him since he 

had died in 1979 when he was 91 and I was 9. 
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We both settled in the raft and began to paddle. The glacial water froze when it splattered 

on our faces, but we drove on. Then I saw the boulders ahead. 

“Stay the course!” Pop-pop shouted above the living cacophony of the approaching 

rapids.  

We both dug in and paddled as hard as we could. At the last second, the bow shifted left 

to avoid the boulders that would surely have penetrated our rubber vessel. We were safe for now. 

I felt safe with someone spiritually secure as Pop-pop. Sure, I had sought out other guides 

to discern spiritual peace. Thomas Merton had been my informal guide throughout high school. I 

had read some of his stuff about his St. Augustine-like conversion which made me feel 

somewhat better about myself. I knew that, with my parent’s divorce and Mom’s depression, I 

couldn’t make it through life by myself, but Pop-pop reminded me that I was not alone. 

“Now, remember, I’ll be there with you…. Listen to me at all times, and you’ll be fine,” 

Pop-pop proclaimed. His was a no-nonsense kind of personality. That sense of certainty and 

decisiveness somehow comforted me a little in an odd way, putting Herb into a quiet corner.  

 I needed the confidence boost. The rest of the day was filled with extraordinary vistas of 

woodlands, palisades, and reminders of times when life was a little slower paced. We found a 

camp site on the west side of the river and started a fire. 

Night 1—Reflection 

“So, Dave, what have you learned from today?” Pop-pop, my namesake, queried through 

his thin lips and slight smile. I closed my eyes and could feel the evening winds begin to kick up 

and embrace us.  

“Well, now I know why I have to keep walking forward and not wait for my fears to take 

over.”  
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“Good point. You’ve learned to channel your energy from love rather than from fear and 

anger—a key lesson.” I reflected that my high points have been mostly the norm: college 

graduation, completion of masters programs, and marrying my best friend. I have also, during the 

course of the run, completed a successful first career, am working on a doctorate, and developing 

a persistent spiritual awareness. These are the calm spots in the river. The challenges associated 

with these high points are the boulders that do not block the way but certainly force me to make 

a commitment. And none of them are the same in terms of intensity or consistency. 

Later, I wrote the following passage in my journal.  

A common thread that ties these high points together is a prayerful reflection 

interspersed with a sense of pilgrimage. Being a pilgrim adds a spiritual dimension to my 

life journey. My young narcissistic and idealist self insisted that I was destined for great 

personal achievement. I now realize that I am a normal schmo who likes to use Yiddish 

terms to vaguely describe my largely unremarkable accomplishments while attempting to 

reach back into my Jewish ancestry. But now I realize that personal inquiry and spiritual 

awareness have permitted me to see beyond self-perception, begin to overcome past 

regrets, and to develop into a less self-centered person. This awareness is also a turning 

point because it affects how I interpret my past and how I may choose to live in the 

present with a consideration of future implications. Along the way, I have realized that I 

cannot endure life’s journey alone. 

I have found solace and confidence in the teachings of God, and Catholic saints 

have shown me how I can better follow those precepts. Mystics such as Thomas Merton, 

St. Teresa of Avila, and St. Edith Stein have pointed out a path of awareness, patience, 

humility, solace, and true development given my Judeo-Christian cultural context. For 
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me, this path has meant self-surrender and increased humility: perhaps two of the hardest 

tasks I have undertaken. In other words, let go and let God; be patiently consistent. 

Teresa of Avila, for instance, achieved spiritual union with God and, in her writings, 

encourages lay persons to work toward the same goal through prayer and patience.  

Prayer is the integrated path to improving my relationship with God, my choices, 

and development as a good person. Through prayer, I remind myself that I’m not alone, 

and especially pray for my wife—my immediate family. This path to companionship is 

strewn with prayer and respect. A key lesson I have learned is that refusing to take loved 

ones for granted permits me to invest more in my valued relationships over time—if I 

choose. 

After writing in my journal, I walked over to Pop-pop and sat down by the fire. I began 

with my heavy burden. “When you died, I found out about your autobiography. Since then, I had 

always wanted to possess it because it reminded me of the importance of family memory. Mom, 

of course, inherited the manuscript which taught me about the events of your 65-year career in 

construction. But I wanted to know more, deeper…. Your life epitomized the arduous and 

ingenious spirit of your generation that experienced first-hand both the industrial and nuclear 

ages. For years, I would sneak glances at the document, never finding an opportunity to delve 

into it. Mom would promise it to me numerous times; but her possessive nature and depression 

led to me inherit it only after she died in 2012. When I finally studied the memoir, a new world 

opened up for me. I saw a side of my ancestor only relayed through my mother until then. I loved 

your acute description of flying alongside Charles Lindbergh, building the Missouri state capitol, 

constructing the United Nations, and building the Julliard School. These images have added 

clarity to my mental painting of your legacy. It seemed you focused so much on your 
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construction career, almost forgetting about how you overcame the premature deaths of your 

father, losing your pregnant first wife during the World War I influenza epidemic, the lack of 

formal education beyond primary school, and succeeding as a member of an ethnic minority 

(eastern European Jew) in society. In this way, you’re a part of me.”  

“Well, there you go,” stated Pop-pop. “It sounds like you’re on to something there—that 

I, as your grandfather, have unwittingly served as a significant model for your identity, humor, 

creativity, and resilience developed through long-term autobiographical practice.” 

“By the way,” I asked turning back to my habit-adorned friend, “why do you call me 

‘Haiku Pilgrim’?”  

His stoic face broke into a glimmering shadow of a smile. “You are a poet seeking 

stanzas on a spiritual journey,” he replied as if he had rehearsed it many times. Should I have 

known that? 

Pop-pop continued: “Merton (1961) once noted that holiness ‘…means to be myself. 

Therefore the problem of sanctity and salvation is in fact the problem of finding out who I am 

and of discovering my true self’ (p. 31).37 Thus, developing a self-concept is, in itself, a spiritual 

journey—one with many twists and unexpected turns.” 

Reflecting at that camp fire that first night, I realized that even some low points—such as 

not being able to read my grandfather’s autobiography—later became high points—such as when 

I got to read the autobiography.  

                                                 
37 Merton (1961) also observed that every individual has a unique set of gifts that comprise his/her identity: “…each 

particular being, in its individuality,…with all its own characteristics and its private qualities and its own inviolable 

identity, gives glory to God by being precisely what He wants it to be here and now, in the circumstances ordained 

for it by His Love and His infinite Art” (p. 30). Put another way, every person has a responsibility to use his 

particular set of gifts in time and space to express his true self. This is love in human life. 
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Day 2—Low Points  

Figure 5.2 Illustration for Day 2 

 
Figure 5.2. During the second day of the trip, the participant experiences low points represented 
by falling in but then being saved. These low points have tremendous learning potential. 

The next morning, the smoke from the fire burning Pop-pop’s breakfast of powdered 

eggs and bacon38 inflamed my nostrils. It wasn’t a stinging feeling as if vinegar was being 

poured down my throat. It was more of a hot-pepper scent that sparked memories of summer 

campfires from my youth. Then I noticed the hot pepper sauce by his left hip as he wrote in his 

journal. “What do you have there, Pop-pop?” 

“We all experience moments that indelibly mark us with the negative emotions of anger, 

jealousy, and humiliation that yield emptiness and soulful yearning.” 

                                                 
38 Pop-pop would eat bacon but “abstained from all shellfish (which can never be kosher) his entire life” (Brother, e-

mail, August 1, 2016).  
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I replied, “That’s really good, and makes me think of my mental health issues.” He 

smiled because he was aware of my situation. He was my mentor after all.  

An insidious mental illness has pervaded almost every facet of my daily life and is the 

common thread that interweaves most of my low points. Even as a young man, an overarching 

fear of failure, regret, and uncertainty resulted in obsessive thoughts…thoughts that convinced 

me that I was a fundamentally bad person.  

“My fears have primarily concerned failure, regret, loss of control (i.e., uncertainty), and 

falling short of others’ expectations,” I once had written in my journal. Whatever compulsion I 

did in response—i.e., briefing my wife of my woes, or repetitively writing detailed accounts of 

my feelings—only resulted in temporary relief. I could not get past the undercurrent of 

worthlessness and self-doubt. In this way, self-centeredness and hypersensitivity to others’ 

thoughts of me have retarded my development.  

“So, Pop-pop, how do fears relate to the future?” I asked, curious. He put his bacon back 

down on the little paper plate that rested on his lap.  

He then pondered and surmised, “As a young man, I couldn’t see the hope of the future, 

only the tearful past. Life was a series of worrisome problems to be solved, not moments of 

joyful sharing and camaraderie. I was building a successful construction business, but I had lost 

my parents and my first wife. The last two had died in my arms (Aronberg, 1968, Appendix A). 

Looking back, I repressed the pain.” He resumed bacon eating. 

My belief in working hard before playing only reinforced the negative experiences. In 

this atmosphere of perpetual mental imprisonment, my fears have fed my mental illness. In the 

course of a few years, for example, my uncommanded and unfounded thoughts ranged from 

sexual orientation, to domestic violence, to religious scrupulosity. It was not until diagnosis that I 
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came to believe these experiences to be indicators of a disease rather than of a serious character 

flaw. 

Pop-pop continued his lesson, shifting the focus to the role of authority. “The hardest 

thing for many young people to accept is not the hard work but the obedience to superiors. It’s 

kinda un-American if you think about it,” he said, relishing the last remnants of the bacon 

delight. 

For the next hour, the older self and I shared our low points, focusing on misled bosses 

and the deaths of loved ones. We didn’t describe them as tragedies but as opportunities to learn. 

It seemed the only way not to go to some dark place quickly. At the same time, I felt a live 

connection with him, experiencing him as he really was and not through an intermediary like my 

mother. 

External influences, such as troubled people in positions of authority, have also triggered 

low points described in my journals. For example, I experienced professional toxicity while 

working for two senior officers at a major military command. Their overwhelming need to 

control the actions of others to brighten their own self-image allowed them to project a unique 

image to others. On one occasion, one blamed me for going long on a presentation that he and 

his guest had hijacked! In such cases, my humiliation fed anger. It was some time before I chose 

to respond with love rather than anguish; however, that choice would become a turning point in 

my adult experience.  

While my wrinkled yet jovial grandfather listened to my story, he would occasionally 

close his eyes and smile while releasing an “Ah” which seemed to release some type of spiritual 

pressure from his body, somehow adding to his resilience. Pop-pop also thoughtfully rolled his 
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white, furry eyebrows to show his non-judgmental mental tags. It was like he was posting trail 

markers throughout my tale. I finally got to my most recent low point—the deaths of my parents. 

I started, “Mom and Dad died within eight months of each other. This loss changed the 

status of my brother and me forever. We were now orphans. With eight months months 

separating their deaths, it was difficult for my brother and me to grieve in our unique ways. I 

cried for my mother but did not for my dad in public, though I was closer to him. This 

experience also has become a turning point.” 

Some hikers were passing nearby. They had all the latest outdoor regalia: hiking poles, 

fancy sun glasses, and spandex. What an indelible image! Suddenly, I felt I was a stranger in the 

forest, alienated from anything familiar. My mind was jumbled. 

When I tripped a few minutes later and fell into the river in my confused state, Pop-pop 

reached out to grab me. His grip was strong and reassuring. 

“Come on,” he smiled to encourage me. “Let’s take on the next leg!” I couldn’t argue 

with him. He had plenty of credibility with me. Who was I to complain? 

Night 2—Reflection 

That night by the campfire, I journaled more by the campfire.  

There comes a time in one’s life when he must accept his strengths and 

weaknesses. Without such acceptance, one cannot grow. I needed to learn to accept 

constructive criticism and handle uncertainty. How can I learn not to worry about what 

others think of me, especially when I fail? 

 Hypersensitivity had bugged me for years. And, yet, there it was, between being singled out as 

an unworthy alien lacking basic skills expected of everyone and falling in necessitating someone 

else to risk his life for me, I was feeling low.  
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“Do you realize those were great tests today?” Pop-pop asked me with his knowing and 

comforting smile. His gaze made my heart feel warmer. He went on to explain that my 

distraction by unnecessary things caused me to fall. My faith and new-found turn toward love, 

represented by Pop-pop’s guidance and lifesaving grasp, in turn saved my life. “Of course, you 

will continue to fall, but your faith will always remind you that you are not alone.” My heart 

pattered at peace.  

“How many times has my wife offered me that same hand?” I pondered in my journal. 

Have I not pushed my loved ones away at times when I needed them most? Was my body 

paralyzed by the fear of failure or doubt of past regrets? I then realized that I was not only with 

loved ones but that those tests made me stronger. 

These thoughts led me to reminisce about my dog, Schneider, whom my mother put to 

sleep on February 10, 1990 (Culkin, D.T., February 9, 1990). My mother called me two days 

prior to inform that that she would have him put down. He had been suffering for quite some 

time, and I acknowledged that it was the humane thing to do. It was the first time that I felt deep 

loss and wrote a brief stanza of love and memorial: 

Dear Schneider 
You gave more love, 
More lightheartedness, 
More selfless tenderness, 
Than is good for this earth. 
May you rest in peace. (Culkin, February 9, 1990) 

Pop-pop then leaned forward. His eyes and kindness eked out from the growing shadows. 

“When face tests of faith with love, your anger and impatience become meaningless. 

Incompetence, failure, regret…those are meaningless when you have faith in yourself and God. 
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Be like the vine that must be pruned so that you can bear quality grapes.39 This means that 

suffering is necessary for growth and, although cutting may hurt, it will never kill you.” 

Day 3—Turning Points  

Figure 5.3 Illustration for Day 3 

 
Figure 5.3. At the end of the trip on Day 3, the participant looks back and reflects on the high, 
low, and turning points. These help describe his identity development life events over time. 

The final morning of the trip, I woke up alone. I mean, no one was in the camp. Pop-pop, 

my guide and companion, had departed as quietly as he had re-entered my life. I felt alone, but I 

also knew that he was with me in spirit. In fact, he had left me a little prayer written on a gum 

wrapper: 

Don’t look back but forward. 
Live each day as one reborn. 
For you have enjoyed great triumphs, 
And have been reminded of your frailties. 

                                                 
39 John 15:1-17 (New American Bible, Revised Edition). Hays (1981/2007) also describes vines as a metaphor to 

understand suffering, particularly grief and illness. 



249 

than during specific episodic experiences, and was marked by multiple life events documented in 

the field notes presented.44 As a result, I have been able to re-story my personal narrative by 

putting more pieces together, thereby constructing a more cogent narrative of my identity 

development over time.  

One factor that has influenced my narrated perceptions while conducting this research has 

been my relationships with intimate others (Ellis, 2007). My relationships have not only 

impacted the way I see myself but also how I have narrated my personal stories. For example, 

seeing the pain I have caused my wife over the course of our marriage through the sub-conscious 

manipulations of OCD has heightened the urgency I have felt to seek healing through telling our 

story. Sharing this story with my older brother has highlighted for him some of my secret 

agonies of which he was not aware (phone conversation, August 2016). Allowing him to read 

about my humiliating obsessions (that I have concealed for my entire life) after having worked as 

a team to administer our parents’ estates has put our relationship into a broader, more mature 

perspective. Collaborating with both my wife and brother, my only remaining close relatives, has 

enhanced our relationships with a renewed sense of trust. 

Writing this bildungsroman has also placed the life events I have experienced into a new 

context. By writing to understand the seemingly disparate puzzle pieces of my life journey, I 

have learned that my personal identity has been the thread tying them together. The act of 

writing has also been an act of voicing my identity. Every word written in support of the research 

purpose has been a word spoken in my own emerging voice. This voice can now grow to spread 

its message. 

                                                 
44 Christian mystics discovered long ago that spiritual development normally is a lifelong process of transformation; 

it occurs gradually over our life spans and rarely in singular episodes (Chalmers, 2014). 
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Appendix C - Institutional Review Board Letter and Reviews 

The enclosed letter shows that the Kansas State University Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) granted a research exemption for the proposal of this research on July 18, 2016. In 

addition, the researcher, as an employee of the Department of Defense, requested reviews of this 

manuscript for proprietary concerns in accordance with federal policy. Officials reviewed this 

manuscript against classified disclosure and public affairs criteria and cleared the document by 

July 15, 2016. The researcher’s wife and brother reviewed the contents for family-proprietary 

purposes by August 1, 2016, and the researcher then incorporated their feedback. The researcher 

also called the model for the archetype narrator, Colleen, who has consented to using some of her 

life events for the purposes of re-storying the narrative (phone conversation, August 11, 2016). 

The following figure exhibits the Kansas State University IRB letter, co-reviewer cover letter, 

and signed (partially redacted for privacy) co-reviewer statements by both the researcher’s wife 

and brother. 
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Figure C.1. These forms indicate that ethical relationships with intimate others (Ellis, 2007) were 
constantly on the researcher’s mind during data collection, analysis, and representation. 

 


