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Introduction 
At its core, Courage to Search encourages exploration and self-discovery through 
experiential exercises, dialogue, and writing prompts. Although the program provides 
something different for everyone, its spirit is captured by the reflection of a past 
participant: “this course revealed myself to myself.” The tone of this process might be 
therapeutic in some settings, but the purpose of CtS is not to provide therapy, just as it 
does not strive to provide specific, predetermined answers. Rather, it focuses on 
considering sets of questions and themes from the Meaning Systems Interview (MSI) 
in an open-ended, non-judgmental, and creative way.  

In other words, the program is broad enough that each participant can determine how 
they want to engage the process, but focused enough to provide a cohesive group 
atmosphere. Our guiding philosophy is one of openness, affirmation, and non-affiliation, 
seeking only to cultivate a sense of curiosity about one’s worldview, and to share 
insights about that process.  

 
The Meaning Systems Interview 
 

The Meaning Systems Interview (MSI) was created at UC Santa Barbara in the spring 
of 2012 and consists of a series open-ended questions divided into seven sections. It 
was created because similar, older tools were often framed in terms of a single tradition 
or a narrow understanding of religion and spirituality. 

It provides an interdisciplinary, cross-culturally stable means for evaluating religious 
beliefs, spiritual orientations, and/or worldviews, and in this way is accessible to the 
devout fundamentalist, the free thinking “none,” the “spiritual but not religious” 
millennial, the materialist atheist, or anyone in between. 

It was revised in 2018 to create MSI 2.0.  

 
Guiding Principles 
 

Meaning Making 

Meaning making is a process that “helps [one] make sense of the world by organizing 
experience into a coherent worldview” (Park, Edmondson, and Hale-Smith, 2013, p. 
158). Put another way, meaning making takes the raw ingredients of life and transforms 
them into a structure that meets our needs (Miller, A. J., 2016). The underlying structure 
that facilitates and frames meaning making is called a meaning system. 
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Meaning Systems 

In some ways, meaning systems are the object of Courage to Search, which helps 
people examine them and understand how they operate, how they came to be, and how 
they shift over time.  

Religious beliefs, spiritualities, and/or worldviews are inextricably linked to meaning 
making. On one hand, meaning making contributes to one’s worldview or meaning 
system by helping to organize raw experiences so that they can fit in and be 
understood. On the other hand, worldviews or meaning systems contribute to meaning 
making by providing a system or structure within which to make meaning. So, it’s a two 
way street - our meaning systems are constantly morphing based on new “meanings 
made,” which in turn impacts the meaning making process itself.  

Note: For many people, religious identity and/or spiritual orientation is a big part of their 
meaning system. While we can talk about meaning systems in terms of religions and 
spiritualities, from here on out we will refrain from using these terms, and will simply use 
“worldview” or “meaning system” because these terms are more generic and allow for a 
wide range of beliefs and attitudes to be considered, including those that would typically 
be deemed religious or spiritual.  

In Courage to Search, we put a magnifying glass on meaning systems, exploring 
their features in order to help participants better understand and articulate them.  

 
Building Blocks 

One way to think about meaning systems is by imagining them as complicated systems 
that are made up smaller pieces, or building blocks. These smaller pieces are the 
“cognitive, psychological, and biological processes that guide human interaction with the 
environment (natural, built, and social)” (Taves & Asprem, 2019, p. 1) and encompass 
everything from our real-time observations, to our beliefs, desires, and attitudes, and 
even to our memories. 

In order to better understand how meaning making and building blocks are related, it is 
useful to consider the idea of special things or things set apart. Because the building 
blocks of our meaning systems consist of an extremely wide array of different types of 
things, some more important than others, the idea of “specialness” can narrow the field 
and pick out the most important building blocks to consider in a setting like Courage to 
Search.  

Essentially any aspect of life can be considered special by virtue of being embedded in 
a meaning-making narrative. For example, marriage, work, and recreational activities 
can all be considered special as a result of being endowed with meaning and 
contextualized by other special things (Adapted from Hodge, 2013, p. 93).  
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Example 

 
 
 
 
Narratives 

A “narrative” is broadly defined as a story; an account of events. Humans largely use 
narratives to make sense of events by ordering them temporally, sometimes even 
implying causal relationships that may not be real: “the narrative is the organization of 
[raw data of persons, circumstances, and objects] in a way that serves the person's 
needs” (Miller, A. J., 2016, p. 1). Creating narratives allows individuals to feel control 
over circumstances that might otherwise seem random, troubling, or meaningless. 
Thus, the construction of narrative is implicitly a meaning-making process, particularly in 
the context of a life story (Taves, Asprem, & Ihm, 2018).  
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Metaphors 

Metaphors are very useful in the context of worldviews and meaning systems because 
subjective reality cannot always be understood with deductive reasoning (Miller, A. J., 
2016). Sharing stories, and thus the meaning of their elements, serves as a way for one 
to both understand and communicate their complex subjective experience, including 
their meaning systems. A narrative representation can span from verbal storytelling, to 
painting, composing, and writing.  

We don’t always say what we mean in literal terms. When we speak, we often use 
metaphorical language, in which they “understand and experience one kind of thing in 
terms of another” (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980, p. 5) Cognitive linguists Lakoff and Johnson 
argue in their renowned book, Metaphors We Live By, that the metaphors we use to 
explain our experiences largely affect the way we’re understood.  

Spatial metaphors, a subcategory of metaphor, are used to ground abstract concepts in 
concrete, orientational terms, such as up-down, front-back, on-off, center-periphery, and 
near-far (p. 25). The beauty of spatial metaphors is that they are often cross-culturally 
stable, so being aware of this concept allows a facilitator to pick up on nuances from 
narratives of all kinds. Understanding spatial metaphors and how they are employed 
can serve as a guide for interpreting, relating to, and responding to participants’ diverse 
narratives in a common way. 

Example: A skilled facilitator might recognize the use of the size metaphor in a 
statement such as, “When I’m around my sister I feel so small,” and then use it as a 
springboard for discussion, perhaps asking, “When do you feel the biggest?”  

 
Meditation 

Meditation practices have been a core element Courage to Search from the start. These 
practices - varying from simple attention, to the breath, to more elaborate meditation 
techniques and various forms of centering prayer - have the ability to “reduce distress 
and improve positive mood states” in addition to “reduc[ing] distractive and ruminative 
thoughts and behaviors” (Jain, et al, 2007).  

You are encouraged to incorporate meditation practices throughout your Courage to 
Search program. These skills add an experiential dimension to the work that cannot be 
achieved simply through discussion, and they serve as “take home” tools that can be 
used again and again throughout life.  
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