
 

Friendship and the Birth of an Idea 

Some of the most meaningful ideas are born in friendship rather than isolation. They emerge through 

thoughtful conversation, mutual respect, and the willingness to wrestle together with difficult questions. 

This essay began with an email from my longtime friend and colleague, Dr. Eric Flake, a retired United 

States Air Force Colonel and developmental pediatrician with whom I had the privilege of serving at 

Madigan Army Medical Center. 

Eric and I frequently cared for the same children from different professional perspectives. He examined 

developmental, neurological, medical, and behavioral concerns. I examined attachment, trauma, 

emotional regulation, family systems, and identity. We often used different language while describing 

the same child. That experience profoundly shaped my understanding of what would eventually become 

NeuroFaith®. Truth need not compete with truth. Different disciplines frequently observe different 

dimensions of the same human person. 

Different Lenses, One Human Story  

Medicine studies the body. Psychology studies thoughts, emotions, relationships, learning, and 

behavior. Neuroscience seeks to understand the remarkable complexity of the brain and autonomic 

nervous system. Theology asks an even deeper question: What does it mean to be created in the image 

of God, and how do we flourish in relationship with Him and with one another? 

At first glance, these disciplines may appear to occupy separate worlds. Too often they have been 

treated as though they compete for the truth, each claiming to possess the more complete explanation 

of what it means to be human. One discipline explains biology. Another explains behavior. Another 

explores the brain. Still another speaks of the soul. Over time, however, I have come to believe that this 
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is a false choice. Rather than competing stories, they are complementary lenses, each helping us see 

another dimension of the same human life. 

Imagine four highly skilled observers standing around the same person. 

The physician carefully evaluates the body, recognizing inflammatory processes, autoimmune disorders, 

gastrointestinal symptoms, headaches, chronic pain, developmental concerns, sleep disturbances, and 

the countless ways emotional distress may become expressed through physical health. The psychologist 

listens to a different story, hearing attachment wounds, trauma, shame, perfectionism, anxiety, 

depression, addiction, fractured identity, and the protective adaptations that once helped a frightened 

child survive but now limit that adult's ability to truly flourish. 

The neuroscientist peers into the extraordinary complexity of the human nervous system, observing 

neural networks, autonomic regulation, neuroplasticity, stress physiology, and the continual 

conversation taking place between the brain, the heart, and the body. Increasingly, neuroscience 

reminds us that our experiences become biologically embedded, influencing not only how we think, but 

how we feel, relate, and respond to the world around us. 

The theologian asks questions that science alone cannot answer. What has happened to this person's 

relationship with God? How has shame distorted their understanding of themselves and others? What 

does redemption look like? How does grace transform not merely behavior, but identity? What role do 

faith, hope, forgiveness, and love play in genuine healing? 

Different questions. 

Different methods. 

Different vocabulary. 

The same person. 

NeuroFaith® does not ask these disciplines to surrender their unique perspectives. It invites them into 

conversation. When they remain isolated from one another, each tells only part of the story. When they 

are allowed to speak together with humility and mutual respect, a richer picture begins to emerge. The 

body influences the mind. The mind influences the nervous system. Relationships shape the developing 

brain. Spiritual beliefs influence identity, meaning, hope, resilience, and purpose. Human beings were 

never designed to be understood as disconnected parts, but as integrated persons whose biology, 

psychology, relationships, and spirituality continually influence one another. 

Perhaps that should not surprise us. If there is one Creator, then we should expect His creation to tell 

one coherent story, even when it is described through many different languages. Medicine, psychology, 

neuroscience, and theology are not rivals competing for the truth. They are fellow travelers, each 

illuminating another dimension of the extraordinary human beings God created. 

Four P's 

Eric's suggestion of the Four P's immediately captured my attention because it provides a memorable 

way of understanding something I have observed repeatedly over more than three decades as a 

psychologist. Whether working with children, adolescents, adults, military families, or first responders, I 

have rarely seen people become emotionally or spiritually fragmented overnight. More often, 
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fragmentation occurs gradually, almost imperceptibly. Little by little, often without recognizing it, we 

begin looking for significance, security, comfort, and peace in places that were never designed to sustain 

us. The Four P's describe that slow drift away from the center of who God created us to be. 

Pride: The Illusion of Self-Sufficiency 

Pride is often misunderstood. When most people hear the word pride, they imagine arrogance or 

self-importance. While those certainly exist, they are not the forms of pride I encounter most often 

in the therapy room. More commonly, pride presents as self-protection. It quietly convinces us that 

dependence is weakness, vulnerability is dangerous, and asking for help somehow diminishes us. 

Beneath what appears to be confidence there is often fear. Somewhere along the way, many 

people learned that exposing weakness invited criticism, rejection, or disappointment. Their 

independence became an adaptation that once protected them but eventually isolated them. 

Scripture reminds us that "God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble" (James 4:6). 

Humility is not humiliation; it is the freedom to live honestly before God and before others without 

hiding behind the illusion of self-sufficiency. 

Performance: When Worth Must Be Earned 

Closely related to pride is performance. If pride whispers, "Don't need anyone," performance 

whispers, "Earn your worth." This may be one of the defining struggles of our generation. 

Somewhere between childhood and adulthood, many people quietly begin believing that their 

value depends upon what they accomplish rather than upon who they are. Achievement becomes 

identity. Success becomes security. Busyness becomes significance. The tragedy is that the finish 

line continually moves, and the nervous system never truly rests because acceptance always feels 

conditional. Before Jesus performed a single miracle, preached a single sermon, or healed a single 

person, the Father declared, "This is My beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased." Identity 

preceded performance. Love came before accomplishment. Grace has always worked that way. 

Pleasure: When Comfort Replaces Connection 

Pleasure itself is not the problem. God created joy, beauty, intimacy, celebration, and delight. The 

problem begins when temporary pleasures become substitutes for enduring relationship. Whether 

through pornography, compulsive work, endless scrolling, shopping, food, alcohol, or countless 

other escapes, we begin asking stimulation to accomplish what only love can accomplish. The brain 

becomes increasingly conditioned to seek quick relief while the heart quietly longs for genuine 

attachment. We mistake dopamine for peace and distraction for healing, only to discover that 

temporary pleasure eventually asks for more while giving us less. 

Power: The False Promise of Control 

Power is not simply domination over other people. Clinically, it often appears in much quieter 

forms. It is the need to control outcomes, to manage uncertainty, to avoid vulnerability by making 

certain nothing unexpected ever happens. Perfectionism, chronic anxiety, manipulation, and an 

inability to surrender are often less about a desire to dominate than they are about a desperate 

attempt to create safety. Beneath the need for control frequently lies a frightened heart that has 

learned, often through painful experience, that trusting others is risky. Yet Jesus presents an 

entirely different vision of greatness: "Whoever wants to become great among you must be your 
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servant" (Matthew 20:26). The Kingdom of God consistently reverses the values our anxious hearts 

instinctively pursue. 

Taken together, the Four P's are not merely a list of temptations or undesirable behaviors. They are four 

different attempts to satisfy legitimate human longings apart from the God who created those longings 

in the first place. Every one of us desires significance, security, comfort, and peace. Those desires are 

not the problem. The problem is where we seek to satisfy them. Pride, performance, pleasure, and 

power promise what only God can ultimately provide. They become misplaced attachments that 

gradually pull us away from secure relationship with Him, with others, and even with ourselves. 

The Cost of the Four P's 

The Four P's promise significance, security, comfort, and control. 

Yet they ultimately produce the opposite. 

Pride gradually isolates us from authentic relationship. Performance exhausts us because our worth 

never feels secure. Pleasure offers temporary relief while quietly increasing our hunger for genuine 

connection. Power promises safety through control but often leaves us living in chronic anxiety, unable 

to rest because the world remains unpredictable. 

The result is more than emotional distress. It is fragmentation. 

We become divided within ourselves. The person we present to the world slowly drifts farther from the 

person we truly are. Our relationships become increasingly guarded. Shame replaces grace. Fear 

replaces trust. Survival gradually replaces flourishing. 

From a NeuroFaith® perspective, these consequences are not merely spiritual or psychological. Human 

beings are profoundly integrated. What affects the soul influences the mind. What affects the mind 

influences the nervous system. What repeatedly shapes the nervous system eventually influences the 

body. 

Increasing research in developmental neuroscience, psychoneuroimmunology, stress physiology, and 

attachment science reminds us that chronic relational stress and prolonged autonomic dysregulation 

can influence inflammatory pathways, immune function, cardiovascular health, emotional regulation, 

and overall resilience. While no responsible clinician would reduce complex medical illnesses to a single 

cause, neither should we ignore the growing evidence that persistent shame, chronic relational 

disconnection, and unrelenting stress may contribute to or exacerbate a wide variety of physical, 

psychological, and relational conditions. 

Perhaps this is one of the great lessons of both science and Scripture. 

Human beings were never designed to live disconnected from God, from one another, or even from 

themselves. 

The farther we drift from our center, the greater the fragmentation becomes. 

A Centrifugal Life 

One metaphor captures this movement well. Think of a spinning carnival ride. As it accelerates, you 

experience being pulled away from the center. Spiritually the Four P's behave in much the same way. 
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They are centrifugal. They steadily move us away from secure attachment with God, with others, and 

eventually with ourselves. Jesus offered the opposite invitation: 'Abide in Me... apart from Me you can 

do nothing.' 

The Four R's 

If the Four P's describe the gradual fragmentation of the human person, the Four R's describe God's 

invitation back to wholeness. They are not simply therapeutic techniques or spiritual disciplines. They 

are principles of human flourishing that restore what the Four P's gradually erode. If the Four P's are 

centrifugal, pulling us away from our center, the Four R's are profoundly centripetal, drawing us back 

toward the God in whose image we were created. 

Relationship: Healing almost always begins in safe connection. Before there is insight, there must be 

trust. Before there is transformation, there must be relationship. This is true in psychotherapy, in 

healthy families, and perhaps most beautifully in the Gospel itself. God did not redeem humanity 

from a distance. He moved toward us. The Incarnation is the ultimate expression of relationship 

preceding restoration. Jesus' invitation was never merely to believe certain truths but to "abide in 

Me" (John 15:4). Attachment theory reminds us that secure relationships shape healthy 

development throughout life. Polyvagal Theory similarly teaches that safety is communicated 

through relationship, allowing the nervous system to move from defense to openness. These should 

not be viewed as competing ideas. Rather, they illuminate different dimensions of the same reality. 

We were created by a relational God, in the image of a relational God, for relationship with God and 

with one another. 

Regulation: Healthy relationships create the conditions in which the nervous system can become 

regulated. For decades we assumed that insight alone produced change. Increasingly, neuroscience 

suggests otherwise. A frightened brain struggles to learn. A dysregulated nervous system has 

difficulty receiving truth, extending compassion, or making wise decisions. Polyvagal Theory, 

HeartMath®, and neurocardiology all remind us that physiological regulation profoundly influences 

emotional, relational, and spiritual functioning. Long before neuroscience described these 

processes, Scripture repeatedly invited God's people not to live in fear. "Do not be anxious about 

anything... and the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your 

minds in Christ Jesus" (Philippians 4:6–7). God's peace is not merely a comforting emotion. It 

prepares the heart, mind, and body to receive truth and to live wisely. 

Redemption: If regulation prepares the soil, redemption transforms the person. Shame tells us that 

we are defective, beyond repair, and forever defined by our failures. The Gospel proclaims 

something entirely different. Through Christ, our deepest identity is no longer found in our trauma, 

addictions, successes, or disappointments, but in the One who created and redeemed us. 

Redemption is not simply the forgiveness of behavior. It is the restoration of identity. We are invited 

to become increasingly conformed to the image of Christ, the image that sin, trauma, and shame 

have distorted but never erased. "There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in 

Christ Jesus" (Romans 8:1). Redemption does not deny our wounds. It gives them a new story. 

Resilience: The final fruit of this journey is resilience. Resilience is far more than toughness or the 

ability to endure hardship. It is the capacity to remain connected to God, to others, and to ourselves 

even in the midst of suffering. It is the ability to bend without breaking, to grieve without despairing, 
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and to persevere without becoming hardened. James reminds us that perseverance, when allowed 

to complete its work, matures our character (James 1:2–4). Paul writes that suffering produces 

perseverance, perseverance character, and character hope (Romans 5:3–5). Christian resilience is 

therefore not stoicism. It is hope anchored in relationship with Christ. It is the confidence that pain 

may shape us, but it does not define us. 

Taken together, the Four R's describe far more than a treatment model. They describe a pathway 

toward restoration. Relationship restores connection. Regulation restores safety. Redemption restores 

identity. Resilience restores purpose. Together they move us toward increasing integration of body, 

mind, relationships, and spirit. They do not merely reduce symptoms. They restore people. 

Perhaps that is why these principles are simultaneously preventive, resilience-building, therapeutic, and 

restorative. They help us remain centered before adversity arrives. They sustain us when life becomes 

difficult. They facilitate healing after wounds have been sustained 

NeuroFaith® Integration 

Perhaps this is where the various disciplines begin to converge in remarkable ways. What once appeared 

to be competing explanations increasingly reveal themselves as complementary perspectives on the 

same human story. Rather than arguing over which discipline possesses the truth, NeuroFaith® asks a 

different question: What might we discover if each discipline humbly contributed what it sees best? 

Polyvagal Theory reminds us that safety is the gateway to connection. HeartMath® demonstrates that 

physiological coherence influences not only our physical health but also our capacity for compassion, 

wisdom, and healthy relationships. Internal Family Systems offers a hopeful vision in which burdens are 

released and the qualities of Self naturally emerge. Christian theology proclaims the deepest hope of all: 

that through Christ we are not merely coping with life, but being transformed by the renewing work of 

the Holy Spirit. 

These are not identical models, nor should they be forced into one another. Each speaks its own 

language and asks its own questions. Yet together they illuminate something profoundly beautiful. 

Healing is rarely confined to one dimension of our lives. It touches our biology, our psychology, our 

relationships, and our spirituality because human beings were created as integrated persons. 

NeuroFaith® is simply an invitation to allow these conversations to enrich one another with humility, 

integrity, and wonder. 

The Center 

At the center of the NeuroFaith® model is neither a technique nor a theory. 

At the center is God. 

Because we are created in His image, the closer we move toward Him, the more fully we become the 

people He created us to be. Healing is therefore far more than the reduction of symptoms. It is the 

gradual restoration of lives that increasingly reflect His character through truth, love, courage, 

compassion, wisdom, humility, and grace. 

This is one of the reasons I have found such fascinating points of convergence between seemingly 

different disciplines. Internal Family Systems speaks of the Eight C's of Self: calmness, curiosity, clarity, 
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compassion, confidence, courage, creativity, and connectedness. Scripture speaks of the fruit of the 

Spirit: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. They are 

not identical frameworks, nor should they be confused with one another. Yet both describe a person 

who is becoming increasingly integrated, increasingly mature, and increasingly capable of living in 

healthy relationship. 

The Apostle Paul urged believers, "Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the 

renewing of your mind" (Romans 12:2). That transformation is not merely intellectual. It reaches the 

heart, the nervous system, our relationships, and ultimately the way we live in the world. The closer we 

draw to God, the more fully His image is reflected in us—not because we become divine, but because 

His grace increasingly shapes our thoughts, our character, and our love for others. 

Perhaps that is what flourishing has always been. 

Closing 

When Eric first shared his thoughts about the Four P's and the Four R's, I doubt either of us imagined 

where the conversation would lead. What began as a thoughtful exchange between two longtime 

colleagues became an opportunity to reflect on something I have witnessed throughout my career. 

Whether I was caring for children at Madigan Army Medical Center, working with military families, 

treating trauma survivors, helping couples rebuild trust, or walking alongside individuals struggling with 

shame, addiction, anxiety, or grief, the story has always been remarkably similar. Human beings are 

constantly moving in one of two directions. We are either drifting toward fragmentation or being drawn 

toward wholeness. 

The good news of the Gospel is that God does not stand at a distance waiting for us to find our own way 

home. He continually moves toward us. Through Christ, He restores relationship, brings peace to 

troubled hearts, redeems broken identities, and cultivates the resilience to persevere with hope. The 

Four P's may describe the forces that pull us away from our center, but the Four R's remind us that grace 

is always drawing us back. 

Perhaps that is the deepest lesson of all. 

The Author of the nervous system is also the Author of redemption. 

The farther we drift from Him, the more fragmented we become. The closer we draw to Him, the more 

integrated, resilient, and loving we become. And perhaps healing has been about that all along, not 

merely reducing symptoms, but restoring people to the One in whose image they were created, and in 

whose love they finally discover what it means to come home. 

 


