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Adam Roa shared with us his vision of our wholeness, our “perfection.” 
Feeling into that vision, we have a glimpse of our connectedness with our own 
Higher Self and with each other’s Higher Self. We can see the truth of his 
vision, and it lightens our hearts and brightens our day. And he mentions the 
path to wholeness—acceptance of our own flaws, so we can be accepting of the
flaws of others. I want to explore with you a path of accepting our own and 
others’ flaws in the context of the reality of our affect system.

Each of us is living with a river of affective processes flowing on in us 
continually.  Usually, we’re not especially aware of these processes, but they 
are very influential in our lives.  It is very well documented and accepted by 
psychologists that affects motivate and bias our thoughts and actions. 

According to psychologist Silvan Tomkins, there are two processes of affect 
that feel good, and one that’s generally neutral, and 6 that feel “bad” or 
unpleasant.  So, just quickly, I’ll go through that list: 

Tomkins posited that affect is a biological response to density of neural firing, 
reflecting a similarly rising (or falling) gradient of stimuli.  For starters, an 
optimally rising density of neural firing (reflecting an optimally rising gradient 
of stiumuli) will invoke the affect continuum, Interest – Excitement. You can 
imagine something that has caught your interest and as you pay attention to it, 
you find it even more interesting, and begin to become quite excited about it. 
You probably would even want to share it with someone, unless to do so would 
interrupt your attention too much. There’s a fox, walking through the back yard,
and suddenly I see that it has a couple of kits with it, and they are playfully 
interacting with each other, while the mother finds a warm place to lie down 
and let them play. (Oh, wow, where’s my camera! I can’t stop watching long 
enough to go get it!) Interest—Excitement!

Well, the fox and kits stay there quite a while, until suddenly, the fox stands up 
alert. In a moment, I see the last bit of the animals’ tails disappearing into the 
underbrush. I sit and smile in recollection and enjoyment as the excitement 
eases off. 



 An optimally decreasing density of neural firing (reflecting an optimally 
decreasing gradient of stimuli) will elicit the affect continuum, Enjoyment—
Joy.  

Later that day, while clearing my lunch dishes off the table, I hear a loud sound 
outside, and run to the front window to see what’s going on. I have just 
experienced Surprise—Startle, and my attention is immediately oriented to the
cause of that experience. Surprise—Startle affect acts as a kind of “reset 
button”, taking my attention away from where it had been, and drawing my 
attention to the new situation.

Now the sound is getting louder, and I can’t seem to determine where it’s 
coming from. It seems to be more overhead than out front, now, and getting 
louder by the moment. Too much stimulus, rising too rapidly for me to be 
feeling pleasantly excited, I am feeling fear. The sound becomes louder and 
louder, a real roar, and I am terrified! As you can see, when the stimulus is a 
non-optimally (“over-much”) rising gradient, I experience neural “overload”. 
The source of the sound is still unknown to me, and I am not able to process the
dense neural firing.   I experience Fear—Terror. 

Eventually, I learn that some workers have hit the gas line a few miles 
downstream, and in order to repair it, the gas company has to turn off the main 
feed line and release the pressure in the line. The valve is just down the hill 
from my house, and it sounds like a jet plane landing in the front street. This 
new information brings to mind my ongoing concern about greenhouse gasses 
being released into the atmosphere, and then the possibility of some spark 
igniting the discharging gas. The roar of released gas continues and my fear 
becomes a level of anger.  More non-optimal stimulation over a longer period of
time elicits the continuum Anger—Rage.  

Another affect elicited by steady-state, non-optimal stimulus is Distress—
Agony. Think of the baby in a full diaper, who starts out whimpering in 
distress, and if the situation is not remedied, becomes more and more 
distressed. Think of a family in unrelieved distress not knowing where a loved 
one is, in agony when there is no news.  Think of so many outrageous 
conditions that people are living under, with no improvement over months and 



years. Yes, Distress—Agony.  

Two more negative affects: Disgust, which is the feeling of revulsion leading to
rejection of that which one has taken in; and Dissmell, which is seen on the face
when one does not want to even take in what’s arising in the scene. Disgust, 
Dissmell, Contempt, all signal disconnect. I don’t want people to regard me 
with those expressions on their face, nor with a bodily turning away and 
absenting themselves from me or refusing to connect. Because when I see that 
look on the face of someone I want to connect with, I am most likely to 
experience Shame affect.  If further behavior on their part shows disrespect or 
worse—abuse—I am going to find myself on the Shame—Humiliation 
affective spectrum.

 Each of these affects could take an hour of our attention, but today we are 
concerned with connection.  Shame, as you may have noticed, is our 
“disconnect-detector.” Even though I may not be getting the more obvious cues 
like abuse or overt disrespect or a look of contempt, disdain, or disgust, 
sometimes, I find myself feeling the disconnect from another. And as I know 
myself, even a little silence when I was anticipating a response can give me a 
twinge of shame. 

Interestingly, pure Shame Affect is not necessarily about being treated badly. 
The affect arises when one is happily engaged in an activity that is producing 
positive affect—either Interest—Excitement or Enjoyment—Joy. The function 
of Shame Affect is to take the wind out of our sails when we really want to 
continue our happy activity. The function of Shame Affect is to get one to stop. 
STOP!  This has survival value, as one may be pursuing a dangerous Interest, 
or absorbed in Enjoyment—Joy when one is required to stop.   Interest—
Excitement and Enjoyment—Joy can be seen in one’s body posture, and the 
moment of Shame is very different. One kind of collapses in on oneself and 
averts the eyes from the gaze of others. One may experience the dilation of 
capillaries in the face, neck, and chest that we call blushing, a signal to others 
that one recognizes one has done something “wrong” or failed to do something 
“right”.  And as Dr. Donald Nathanson has pointed out, in the moment of 
Shame, no one can think clearly. Which is why we’re only able to think of what
we wish we’d said like 10 minutes or more later.



I have been using the model of affect proposed by Silvan Tomkins. 
(http://tomkins.org) It has been very useful in helping me get in touch with and 
name what I’m feeling and in understanding what’s going on inside others.  It 
has helped shift me from reaction--- from BEING my feelings---to 
OBSERVING them and having more choice about how I respond with them in 
the situation. 

While I was on YouTube, I came across this talk by Brene Brown who uses a 
different model to talk about shame, one that serves very well to say some of 
what I want to share with you.

Brene Brown:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qQiFfA7KfF0   

So what gets in the way of allowing oneself to be vulnerable when one is 
feeling shame and needing empathy? Usually what happens is the automatic 
reaction that overcomes one in order to escape the painful experience of shame 
itself.  There are four directions that humans typically take to escape the pain of
shame. They can be laid out as a “Compass of Shame” 

In Adam Roa’s poem, he describes his friend who clearly had a tendency to use 
“Attack-Self” and his caring response was to contradict her inner voice of self-
attack. Then she, in turn, pointed out that he was also using an attack-self path 
away from what is hiding under the shame reaction.
 
As you can see on the screen, the Compass of Shame has three other poles that 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qQiFfA7KfF0
http://tomkins.org/


people may resort to in their unaware response to shame: 

WITHDRAWAL—physically leaving the scene, or by shutting down and 
disconnecting in place; 

AVOIDANCE—DENIAL   through shameless behavior designed to distract the
self and others from the spotlight of shame (you may have seen a lot of this on 
the news lately); substance abuse to kill the pain; and even quickly and quietly 
changing the subject in a conversation that gets too close to where one is 
vulnerable.

And when those strategies are not sufficient, resorting to the ATTACK-OTHER 
behavior to protect the self from the spotlight of shame and put it on the other.
 
I want you to take a moment and reflect on where you tend to go on the 
compass of shame most often or perhaps when under more scrutiny than you 
would like.  I have presented this information to many people, over many years,
and absolutely everyone has known exactly where they go on the compass. So 
take a moment to feel your way and acknowledge where you tend to go.  

I’ve included small “compass” inserts in the order of service, and what I’d like 
to do is ask you to mark on your compass where you see yourself typically 
going on that compass when you are avoiding shame. Then, fold the paper in 
half and drop it in the basket that the ushers will pass during the offertory. 
Richard and I will make a chart of the responses that we will share later. It will 
show a kind of profile of the way those of us who participate in this exercise 
function. I think you will find it interesting.

So, Richard and I are offering a workshop on Monday, November 20th for those 
who would like to explore more completely these ideas and their implications 
for living our Covenant together. We will have a signup sheet available at 
Coffee Hour.

We start our Covenant with agreeing to 

 Treat each other with respect, acceptance and compassion.
 Assume the good intentions of others.



 Maintain clear and open communication even with those with 
whom we have differences.

When there is disagreement, it becomes necessary to stay in dialogue, both with
the other and within oneself. The dialogue with the other sets up a challenge to 
the self.  One’s inner work is necessary for meeting that challenge.  The 
challenges that others bring require greater self-knowledge. There’s a clarity 
and integrity—a wholeness—that comes from self-examination. And in that 
wholeness, one is able, as Brene Brown points out, to have more empathy and 
compassion available for others. And the more empathy and compassion one 
has, the more others will feel seen and heard and valued. 

So we need our time alone, to sort out our own feelings and behaviors, and we 
need both the support and the challenges that others bring that raise feelings and
behaviors that we will need to take time to sort out.

The beauty of our coming together in Covenant with each other is that we do 
our best to hang in there, maintaining clear and open communication; 
contributing the best selves we are in that moment; and assuming that others 
intend to do likewise.                      
Our Fellowship has several programs that can facilitate our self-work and some 
which provide opportunities to dialogue at various levels of intimacy: we have 
meditation opportunities and Pastoral Care volunteers for personal work; we 
also have group dialogue in Chalice Circles, Congregational Conversation 
Circles, and Adult Religious Exploration courses and workshops. We could be 
sponsoring Restorative Practices training for our members, as a service both to 
the UUFN and the larger community. I hope our exploration this morning has 
opened up some possibilities for us to consider together.


