
 

The Dawn Patrol 

Every morning around 4:00 a.m., a small tribe gathers at our community gym. There is Todd. There is 

Mindy. There is Diana. There is Jim. There is Ted. There is Jay. There is Beth. There is me. There are a few 

others who drift in and out of the morning crowd, familiar faces whose names I somehow never learned 

despite sharing hundreds of sunrises together. Over time, without anyone announcing it or assigning it a 

name, we have become a kind of unofficial dawn patrol. 

We come from different professions, different generations, and different walks of life. Some are retired. 

Some are still working. Some move with the confidence of youth. Others move with the caution of 

experience and the occasional reminder from a shoulder, knee, or lower back that has logged a few 

more miles than it once did. Yet every morning, long before most of the world is awake, we gather in 

pursuit of health, discipline, and perhaps a little stubborn refusal to surrender entirely to age. 

The gym itself is one of the hidden treasures of our community. Whoever designed it understood 

something about beauty. The entire eastern wall is lined with large windows overlooking the Arizona 

landscape. Before dawn, the room rests in a soft twilight. The mountains appear only as silhouettes 

against the horizon. The sky begins as a deep blue and gradually softens into shades of gray, lavender, 

pink, orange, and gold. As the sun rises, natural light slowly fills the room. 

Over time, an unspoken tradition emerged. Nobody voted on it. Nobody drafted a policy. Nobody 

appointed a committee. We simply left the lights low and allowed the sunrise to do what sunrises have 

done remarkably well for several billion years. The arrangement suited the hour. The transition from 

sleep to wakefulness felt natural. The room felt peaceful. Conversations were quiet. We lifted weights, 
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stretched aging joints, and occasionally compared notes regarding which body part had most recently 

decided to protest the aging process. Meanwhile, beyond the windows, the Arizona desert quietly 

performed its daily masterpiece. 

As it turns out, there may even be some science behind our preference. Circadian researchers tell us 

that human beings evolved waking into gradually increasing light. The brain responds to the progression 

of dawn in ways that help regulate mood, alertness, sleep cycles, and biological rhythms. None of us 

were consciously conducting neuroscience experiments. We simply knew that a softly illuminated gym 

felt more welcoming at four o'clock in the morning than being instantly exposed to enough illumination 

to guide aircraft safely into Phoenix. 

In short, a rhythm emerged. Not because anyone designed it, but because it worked. Like many of the 

best things in life, it simply happened. 

Enter Ms. Bright Lights 

Then one day, Ms. Bright Lights arrived. 

Now before I continue, let me be fair. She appears to be in excellent physical condition. In fact, there is a 

very real possibility that she is in better shape than most of us. Should civilization collapse tomorrow, I 

suspect she would survive long after my coffee supply had been exhausted. If physical fitness alone 

determined authority, she might very well be elected governor of the gym. 

Unfortunately, she also appears to possess a deep affection for overhead lighting. More specifically, she 

appears to possess a deep affection for maximum overhead lighting. 

The issue was never whether the lights were on or off. The lights were already on. The issue was the 

dimmer switch. Every morning she would enter the gym, walk directly to the controls, and turn the 

dimmer to full intensity. What had been a softly illuminated room gradually welcoming the sunrise 

would suddenly become a brightly lit exercise facility operating at maximum power. One moment we 

were watching dawn arrive over the Arizona horizon. The next moment it felt as though a television 

crew might arrive at any moment to begin filming a fitness infomercial. 

To be fair, I was not the first person to notice. Mindy had actually spoken with her previously. As I 

understand it, there had been some discussion regarding lighting preferences and perhaps the 

possibility that lower levels worked better for certain people. To her credit, Ms. Bright Lights apparently 

agreed to some degree of compromise, at least when Mindy was present as she was led to appreciate 

that bright lights caused vision problems for Mindy. 

The arrangement, however, never seemed entirely stable. On mornings when Mindy was absent, the 

dimmer often returned to what can only be described as Maximum Lumens. Our disagreement, 

therefore, was never really a battle between light and darkness. It was a battle between moderation and 

maximum power. 

Somewhere between a candlelit monastery and a professional football stadium lies a setting that most 

reasonable people might consider adequate. Unfortunately, finding that setting proved more difficult 

than expected. 
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The Morning I Finally Asked 

For months I quietly tolerated the arrangement, though not always gracefully. If I am honest, a small 

reservoir of irritation was gradually accumulating beneath the surface. Each morning the sunrise would 

begin its work. Each morning the dimmer switch would launch a successful counteroffensive. 

Then one morning it happened again. She entered the gym, walked directly to the controls, and turned 

the dimmer to full intensity. 

Again. 

This time I asked, 'Why do you always do that?' 

I would love to tell you that the question emerged from a place of calm curiosity and mature emotional 

regulation. It did not. It emerged from the part of me that had just watched another beautiful Arizona 

sunrise get blindsided by industrial-strength lighting. 

The Conversation We Were Not Having More Than a Lighting Dispute 

The conversation that followed was fascinating because we were not actually having the same 

conversation. 

The moment I asked the question, she launched into a discussion about lighting requirements, visibility 

concerns, workplace standards, and OSHA regulations. She explained that she worked in an industrial 

kitchen. She needed bright lighting. She had to be at work by 7:00 a.m. She had already spoken with 

management about the issue. There were concerns about safety. There were concerns about proper 

lighting levels. There were concerns about what constituted adequate visibility in a fitness facility. 

At one point, she asked if I had a disability that would justify the need for attenuated lighting. The 

question surprised me. Not because I was offended, but because it reinforced the sense that we were 

talking past one another. She appeared to be viewing the issue primarily through the lens of 

accommodations, policies, and requirements. I was thinking about courtesy, shared space, and the 

simple practice of asking others before changing something that affected everyone in the room. 

The more she talked, the more I realized we were having entirely different conversations. She was 

talking about lumens, regulations, management decisions, and workplace requirements. I was talking 

about courtesy, community, and neighbors. 

Finally, I remember thinking, That is not the point. 

Because it wasn't. 

I briefly considered mentioning that I, too, had responsibilities waiting for me that morning. In fact, I had 

a patient scheduled at 7:00 a.m. Like her, I needed to be alert, focused, and ready for the day ahead. Yet 

somehow, I had managed to prepare for the morning without needing the gym to resemble a stadium. 

Personally, I prefer something different. I enjoy watching the first light slowly spill across the mountains 

while sipping a good cup of coffee. For me, that is a far better wake-up call than fluorescent brightness. 

But even that was not really the point. 

The point was not whether the dimmer should be set at forty percent, sixty percent, or one hundred 

percent. The point was not whose preference was objectively correct. The point was that a small group 



The Sunrise We Almost Missed 
    -Jeffrey E. Hansen, Ph.D. 
 
 

Page | 4 
 

of people had quietly developed a rhythm together over the course of several years. We shared the 

mornings. We shared the gym. We shared the sunrise. We shared the simple understanding that when 

human beings occupy a common space, they generally try to take one another into account. 

The more we talked, the more I realized we were discussing entirely different things. She was talking 

about lighting levels, workplace requirements, management decisions, and safety standards. I was 

talking about community, courtesy, and neighbors. She was asking what the rules allowed. I was 

wondering what consideration might require. 

Those are not always the same conversation. 

What I was trying to ask, admittedly from a somewhat irritated place, was remarkably simple. Why not 

ask? Why not walk into the room and say, "Would you mind if I turned the lights up a bit? I prefer it 

brighter." Maybe everyone would have agreed. Maybe we would have found a compromise. Maybe the 

Great Arizona Lumen Conflict could have been avoided altogether. 

Instead, we somehow skipped over courtesy and proceeded directly to regulations. And that, more than 

the lighting itself, was what stayed with me afterward. 

More Than a Lighting Dispute  

As I reflected on the exchange later, I found myself thinking about something we discuss often in the 

NeuroFaith® model, which I developed out of nearly forty years of clinical work. 

One of the central ideas of NeuroFaith® is that human beings are profoundly shaped by connection. We 

tend to think of health as something that happens primarily inside the brain or body, but much of our 

well-being is influenced by the quality of our relationships, our routines, our environments, and our 

sense of belonging. Connection with other people matters. Connection with meaningful rituals matters. 

Connection with movement matters. Connection with nature matters. Even connection with something 

as simple as a familiar group of people sharing a sunrise before the rest of the world wakes up can 

become deeply regulating to the human nervous system. 

What struck me afterward was how quickly the conversation shifted away from those things and toward 

measurements, regulations, standards, policies, and authority. We were talking about lumens, 

workplace requirements, management decisions, and OSHA considerations. None of those are 

unimportant. In fact, many exist for very good reasons. Yet when those become the primary focus, it is 

surprisingly easy to lose sight of the human beings standing in front of one another. 

From a neuroscience perspective, we are constantly scanning our environment for cues of safety or 

threat. Most of us are not consciously aware of it, but our autonomic nervous systems are responding all 

day long. Familiar faces, kindness, cooperation, shared routines, laughter, and mutual consideration 

tend to settle us. Conflict, defensiveness, power struggles, and social friction tend to activate us. One 

environment invites regulation. The other fuels vigilance. 

Looking back, I realized that what I was grieving was not really the loss of a particular lighting 

preference. It was the disruption of something that had quietly developed among a group of people who 

had shared hundreds of mornings together. The sunrise was part of it. The routine was part of it. But 

perhaps most importantly, the sense of community was part of it. 
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The Harder Lesson  

Then another realization arrived, and this one was directed squarely at me. 

If I am honest, I did not begin that conversation from a place of curiosity, humility, or connection. I 

began it from irritation. My question may have been legitimate, but my spirit was not entirely what I 

would like it to have been. Instead of beginning with, "Help me understand," I began with accumulated 

frustration. In doing so, I contributed to the very dynamic I was lamenting. I wanted a conversation 

about courtesy, yet I did not begin the conversation as courteously as I could have. 

That is a humbling realization, but perhaps a useful one. Life has taught me repeatedly that most 

conflicts are not sustained by a single person. They are sustained by the interaction of imperfect people, 

each carrying their own preferences, assumptions, blind spots, histories, and frustrations. We all 

contribute. We all react. We all occasionally become the contradiction we are trying to correct. 

The Sunrise Was Still There  

In that sense, perhaps Ms. Bright Lights and I were not nearly as different as I initially imagined. She had 

her reasons. I had mine. Somewhere between her preference for maximum illumination and my 

preference for sunrise serenity was an opportunity for both of us to exercise a little more curiosity, a 

little more grace, and a little more patience. 

Maybe that is the real lesson hidden inside the Great Arizona Lumen Conflict. Not that one side was 

right and the other side was wrong. Not that dim lights are superior to bright lights. Rather, human 

beings do better when we remember connection before we reach for arguments, regulations, or 

authority. We do better when we assume good intentions. We do better when we ask before we insist. 

We do better when we remember that another human being is standing in front of us whose experience 

may be very different from our own. 

And perhaps most importantly, we do better when we examine our own contribution to a problem 

before focusing exclusively on someone else's. 

The sunrise, after all, was still there. 

Maybe the lesson was too. 

 


