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When Neurodiversity Meets Existentialism

EPISODE #157

Narrator 0:00

This episode is brought to you by the Council for Exceptional Children, the largest
international professional organization dedicated to high quality education that is
inclusive and equitable for individuals with disabilities and or gifts and talents. Learn
more at exceptionalchildren.org

Leon Garber 0:16

The thing is with existential isolation, so the point of it as a concept, it just means that
essentially that like you and | will always have this, you know, kind of unbridgeable gap
between us, and that's okay. So | mean, the point where at least the point is to get to the
point where you're feeling okay about it, the struggle is that sometimes it's that plus
more.

Emily Kircher-Morris 0:35

Existentialism, how does it manifest in neurodivergent kids? Why does it so often
appear at a younger age? How can we talk to kids about a subject that most people
don't even think about until they're much older? In this episode, we're featuring a
conversation with Leon Garber. He's the author of a blog called "Leon's Existential
Cafe", and co-host of the "Seize The Moment" podcast. He's also a licensed mental
health counselor and psychotherapist specializing in existential therapy. That's straight
ahead on episode 157. I'm Emily Kircher-Morris. And this is the Neurodiversity Podcast.

intro 1:12
This is the Neurodiversity Podcast.

Emily Kircher-Morris 1:33
So if you're curious about existentialism, or for that matter, any other subject we talked
about on this podcast, you can start a conversation about it in our Facebook group.


https://neurodiversitypodcast.com/home/2023/2/3/episode-157-when-neurodiversity-meets-existentialism-encore

1000s of people just like you are taking part in conversations every day in the
Neurodiversity Podcast Advocacy and Support Group. And they could use your unique
perspective, look for a link on the episode page and join today. While you're on the
website, check out the merchandise page and find yourself a t-shirt, a coffee mug, any
of the other items and get one for yourself, for a friend, or both. We're adding new stuff
as well, so if you've already gotten your stuff, check back. It's all at
neurodiversitypodcast.com, our encore chat about existentialism is next, stay with us.

Narrator 2:24
Previously on The Neurodiversity Podcast.

Dr. Andy Kahn 2:26

Change is a brave option. People become remarkably comfortable in their level of
discomfort, if they just sit in it long enough. | think there's definitely a coping aspect to
that, that comes into play, and we have to say, okay, if we're helping someone cope with
something in the process of change, or in the process of just experiencing their world
that has value. And | think more often than not, rather than solving your problem is
learning how to be aware, and learning how to be able to tolerate frustration as part of
the human experience. And | think that's something that we actually do very little of,
culturally these days less so than maybe was present when | was a kid, for sure.

Narrator 3:09
That's episode 154. Find it wherever you get your podcast.

intro 3:18
You're listening to the Neurodiversity Podcast.

Emily Kircher-Morris 3:27

Today, we're talking with the author of "Leon's Existential Cafe." He's a licensed mental
health counselor, psychotherapist. And he specializes in existential therapy, as well as
cognitive behavioral and trauma therapies. Leon, thanks for sitting in today.

Leon Garber 3:42
Thank you so much for having me on.

Emily Kircher-Morris 3:44

So we're going to talk today about existentialism, and how that relates to the
development of high ability or twice exceptional kids. But why don't we just start with
you giving us a little bit of background about what brought you into the world of
existential psychotherapy, and what that means for you?



Leon Garber 4:03

Thank you so much for asking. So when | was a bit younger, | used to have a deep
interest in philosophy. And so long ago, before | was a psychotherapist, | was sort of an
amateur philosopher. And | remember when | was a kid, | would frequently ask my
mom, you know, sort of what's the point of life? What happens when we die? Who are
we? What does it mean to be a human being? All of these questions that essentially my
mom has very few answers to. And then as | kind of grew up, and | became a college
student, | realized, oh, wow, there's actually a whole field interested in all of these
questions, philosophy. And so as | became interested in philosophy, | feel like, although
| didn't exactly get the answers to the questions | was looking for, | was given sort of
more profound questions to even think about, so an example of this is even what is
death? Like, what do we talk about, what do we think about when we talk about death?
What does it mean to even be a human? What does it mean to be alive? Is a human
somebody who has a heart and a brain or can we sort of mimic that right? And it's like, if
we can create a robot who has those same qualities, does that make them a human
too? So I'm not necessarily sure that | found the answers to the questions | was looking
for, but | did gain different perspectives on how to look at them. And so bringing me into
psychotherapy, | find that we don't exactly have the answers that people are looking for
in terms of their own lives. So in terms of the idea of what is the meaning or, what is my
purpose of being here? What is it that | can do to make myself happy, but what we can
do is we could sort of conceptually speaking, we could give them different perspectives
on how to look at those questions. So if somebody were to ask themselves, what is sort
of meaningful to me, we can begin by asking them, what are your values? What's
important to you? Why is it important to you? And so then that person can look at all of
these different perspectives. And | mean, essentially, what happens with existentialism
is hopefully toward the end of treatment, they find a kind of perspective and the vision
that works for them.

Emily Kircher-Morris 5:48

Yeah, you mentioned that you were always interested in philosophy. And | know you
also have a blog and a podcast, which kind of blend that, you know, kind of the
psychotherapy and the philosophy piece, talking about those just for a second so
people can kind of know what your work is there.

Leon Garber 6:03

Oh, sure. So, my blog is "Leon's Existential Cafe" and so most of what | write about is
kind of existential issues. So we talk about death, sort of self esteem, well not self
esteem in that respect so let me just go through the givens first. So | speak about death,
| speak about kind of existential isolation that we all experience, the fact that you and |



will always have a distance between us and that, in some sense, we are alone, it's like
we are, and we aren't, the fact that people struggle with finding and creating meaning in
their lives. Also, in addition to that fear of freedom, the fear of making a mistake, and
choosing how to live my life, what if | don't live my life the right way? What if | find out
that in the afterlife that I've actually made these grand mistakes, and I'm going to be
punished for them. And so | talk about those things, in addition to more personal issues,
like let's say, self esteem, which are kind of, | definitely focus on greatly, it's a kind of
topic important to me, because | feel like at the center of most of our issues is literally a
lack of self esteem or lack of self love. And then | also talked about interpersonal issues
with our kind of relationships and the relationship struggles that we have, which, again,
a lot of times go back to self esteem and lack thereof. The podcast is one that,
obviously, | believe you've been on, | host with my co host, Alan. And so we pretty much
have different thinkers and different sorts of, okay, | hesitate to use the word influencers,
but you guys are all influencers. So we pretty much have thinkers in psychology thinkers
in philosophy, because Alan's more geared toward the self development aspect of it. So
we have thinkers and kind of in the personal development, growth, movement, or field.
And so what we do is we have a lot of these people come on their shows, like Emily,
and so because we can't know everything, right, so | would love to maybe get to a point,
which | think is very idealistic to host the podcast, you know, by ourselves, we just give
all of this great information to people. And to some extent we do, but the thing is, we
can't know everything, | mean, it's just not possible.

Leon Garber 7:52

So he and | one day, just kind of like, you know, what's the word, we were just sort of
just just thinking and brainstorming, and we were wondering, you know, what is it that
we would like to do? Like, what is it that we love to do? And what is it that we would like
to do kind of with our lives? And so we talked about how much we loved reading and
how much we get from books like, so we have a lot of books in common. So Alan loves
Viktor Frankl and sort of the existentialist school just like | do, man, he loves to read a
lot of books by readers, like our writers like Tim Ferriss, and people that pretty much
help you grow, people that help you mature. And so for Alan, you know, we thought with
you, we thought, just what, how cool would it be to get a bunch of these people on our
show to literally learn from them directly? And to be able to ask them the questions that
maybe we haven't found the answers to. So obviously, a lot of times when people come
on podcast, they don't get a chance, not all of the podcast hosts are going to have the
same questions. So we often found ourselves kind of there was sort of a deficit, where
we found ourselves wanting more when we saw our kind of our heroes, | guess, when
we saw them on a podcast. So we thought, imagine if we could get some of these
people on and ask them the questions that maybe weren't normally asked. And imagine
what that would be like for an audience. Because this way, not only do we get the



person and you know, these people to contribute to their own fans, but then we also get
them to contribute to us and our audience. And so we kind of tried to put this thing
together where we just thought, you know, we feel like for us more so than anything, it
helped us learn. But then for us, we also thought that just by asking, | guess the right
questions, we can also broaden the knowledge base of our own audience.

Emily Kircher-Morris 9:24

You mentioned at the beginning that when you were a kid, you started having some of
these questions. How old were you when you started thinking about some of these
things?

Leon Garber 9:34

Wow, man, | would say probably somewhere around six, seven years old. | used to
literally bug my mom, my mom, yeah, | don't know what else to tell you. So I'd be like,
that kid goes like, why is the sky blue? Why are there fish in the sea rather than on
land? | would ask her a million questions, and eventually came to these existential ones.
| don't remember exactly when | found out what it means to die or you know what death
could be. But | do remember | was like, why do people have to die, this doesn't make
any sense like we're alive one minute, and then we're not.

Emily Kircher-Morris 10:03
And so did you notice at the time that those were questions that other kids weren't
asking?

Leon Garber 10:09
Yeah, that was fairly obvious.

Emily Kircher-Morris 10:11

And that's kind of what brings it back to where we're talking about. You know, | think that
in general, there are some people who are driven and question these things, just
naturally, they just ask those big picture questions. There are definitely others who, who
| think they're more satisfied with the answers that they find perhaps, and they don't,
they don't dwell on them quite as much. And with the population that | work with, with
those high ability kids and the twice exceptional kids, quite often, we see that this
happens, you know, perhaps earlier than it does with their peers. So for example, you
mentioned death, you know, is one of the concepts that's involved in existentialism,
most kids don't really understand the permanence of death. You know, it's irreversible,
you know, that is universal for all beings, you know, until really adolescents like age 10
to 12. But a lot of times, you'll see kids even younger, who are asking those questions



and understand those concepts at a young age, which then is hard, because they don't
have the life experience behind them to put that into context.

Leon Garber 11:13

Right, yeah, and | mean, interestingly, sometimes also happens, there's some sort of
early form of trauma, that unfortunately, even if there's, even if it's not someone like me,
who's just asking a million questions, sometimes they have to face death on an earlier
age than it's kind of expected and hoped for. And then you often have a situation where
there's sort of a dual silence, where there's a silence from the family about the trauma,
and then there's also a silence from the family about these deeper questions, or these
deeper, | guess, answers, these deeper thoughts about death. So the kid can kind of be
double isolated, where they're not allowed to talk about some of these experiences that
made them sort of hyper focus on that. But then they're also not allowed to speak about
death either. So it's like there's this sort of overall general anxiety and the kind of fear of
life but then obviously, conversely, also a fear of death. And that can be really
frightening for somebody who isn't obviously able to piece it together themselves.

Emily Kircher-Morris 12:01

Yeah, | think there's also a component of adults not knowing how to answer those
questions. You know, | wonder how your mom handled it, she kind of did the best she
could or I'll talk to you when you're older, what?

Leon Garber 12:13

Well | mean, she has a belief system. So my mom believes in reincarnation, and then
she believes in spirituality. The problem with me was that | wanted proof of that belief
system. So what she was like, oh, no, well, we kind of get reincarnated and we go into
different bodies or whatnot. And, you know, she's like, you know, a long time ago, we
were probably like, you know, animals, and then this, you know, we kind of like evolved
or whatever to our lives, we became like humans, and then you know, sort of the point
of life is to grow, right? And | was like, oh okay, how do you know that? And how do we
know any of these things? So that she couldn't answer she said, well, you know, you
have to consult some sort of spiritual people who knows these answers. But yes, she
did, she did the best she could.

Emily Kircher-Morris 12:50

| love it. | have clients come in of all of you know, especially at the adolescent age, and

they like to come in as they go. I'm having an existential crisis. And | don't always really
know what that means, what does that term mean to you? Or when did those existential
questions, perhaps start to cause some concerns?



Leon Garber 13:06

Oh, that's a really good question. So usually, for the most part, what an existential crisis
means to me is that it's somebody struggling with the meaning of their life. And so what
happens is a person would come in, they'd come into treatment, and they would say, oh,
I've made all of these big mistakes, | married the wrong person, | chose the wrong
career. I'm 45 now. | don't know why | made these decisions, | was a people pleaser.
Let's say maybe | made these decisions, you know, for status or wealth, or, you know,
because | felt like | needed to prove something to someone. And so what happens is,
they kind of look back on their lives eventually, and think, oh my God, | can't believe |
made these choices, and now | really have to live with them. So going back to those
givens of existence, that focus, or that is a focus of existential freedom, the idea that
essentially, there is no cosmic blueprint for you, or not the one we know of. And so
because that's the case, people essentially get to choose what they want their lives to
be. So of course, we're going to be influenced by societal factors, of course, we're going
to be influenced by our family members. But sometimes people unfortunately live to
regret those decisions. And so when there's a sort of either an existential crisis or a
midlife crisis, what happens is a person begins to contemplate all their decisions in the
context of their values. And they ask themselves, how important are these things to me
now? Or how important were they to me ever? And why is it that I've lived my life in
such a way? It's kind of like if you've ever heard that Metallica song forgiven?

Emily Kircher-Morris 14:24
Yeah.

Leon Garber 14:33

Where you have this person who's like, kind of, he's in the cage, you know, this sort of
metaphorical cage, and he's realizing like, oh my God, I've spent this entire life literally
just living for other people trying to make them happy. And then there's a lot of regret.
Hopefully, the person would come to therapy earlier, maybe hopefully in their 20s 30s
40s something along those lines. | mean, it's never too late, but the point is that
obviously | mean, the older you get, the deeper the regrets are, and then sometimes
what happens is sometimes people can't face those regrets. So even though they kind
of bubble at the surface, and they'll come out, what happens is they don't want to deal
with them. So it's like they sort of pretend that everything is okay. And they'll kind of
revert back to their old way of thinking. But the problem is with regrets, just like a new
Metallica song, they never just disappear. You mean, you could kind of suppress them
all you want, but they'll eventually foster again, or sort of come up again.



Emily Kircher-Morris 15:20

What are some of the younger clients that you've seen who've dealt with some of these
things? Have you had some younger clients who experienced this, maybe even before
they officially reach adulthood?

Leon Garber 15:29

Yeah, so then we're going back to the conversation about trauma. So usually, | mean, in
most cases, and I've had this happen only a few times, is, essentially the client would
come in and well, their parents would tell me that they've struggled with some sort of
abuse, some sort of feeling of unsafety, the feeling that they were, you know, kind of
their lives were out of control. They knew | don't remember exactly how, but they knew
that they were sort of unsafe to the point that they could have died. And so what
happens is, there's nobody in the household who can help them integrate the
experience with the concept of death, with a sort of sense of optimism about just life in
general. And so when they come, they're pretty much terrified of death, because they
were placed in this experience where they literally thought they were going to die, or
they thought that they at least could have died. Or there was some sort of chronic
trauma, where every single kind of evening, or whatever it was, they were pretty much
they felt unsafe. And so when they come to therapy, there's a kind of this kind of
existential terror that at any moment, something terrible could happen to them.

Emily Kircher-Morris 16:28

So they come in with this trauma, and they're trying to integrate all of this. And so that
integration, what are the strategies that you use to help people integrate those fears or
those questions with their daily life?

Leon Garber 16:43

You can kind of start at it from either end, there's not really a blueprint in that sense. So
you can start with so | would say if | had to, my hunch is that most people will prefer to
go from the general to the specific. So most of the clients, interestingly, | guess, if when
they sort of approached me, because they say, hey, you know, we'd like to you're an
existential therapist, it's actually because they don't want to deal with the personal
issues. And so | mean, but again, you could come at it from either way, it's okay, there's
no direct blueprint. But the thing is, like, when they, when they talk to you, they say, well,
you know, | want to talk to you about my fear of death, right? Or let's say, when a child's
mom would bring them in, they say, well, you know, like she, she was really afraid of
dying, she just needs help, but she doesn't know how to deal with it, right? And | don't
really know how to help her, and that's okay. So we talked to them about kind of like sort
of, again, going back to the existential questions, and | would ask, okay, so like, what is
it that you're afraid of when you think about death? What does death mean to you?



Well, have you ever experienced anybody dying? What was that, like? Have you ever
seen anybody go through a bad death? Have you ever seen anybody experience a
good death? What's the difference to you? And as we kind of talk about these things,
hopefully, and ideally, what happens is they become a little bit less afraid of it, and then
kind of as you're going through therapy, and the person realizes, okay, that's a scary
because so just the misconception, before | continue is usually that we want to get
people to like, just not be afraid of death at all.

Leon Garber 18:01

That's not possible, right, so everybody's going to be afraid of death no matter who they
are. But the point is that we want to get their terror or their death fear from a terror level,
which is like, let's add a 10, to maybe something that's | got a five or a six, which is
pretty much normal and manageable, something that you and | probably experience on
a daily basis, because | do think about death that | am afraid of death, | don't think that
that's ever going to go away. So when we're talking to even kids, right, we hope to get
them to that point where now death is not so scary anymore. And hopefully by
inference, death isn't so scary, maybe sort of that fear of reliving the trauma again, isn't
as scary either, right? Of course, it's still going to be scary, and the point is not to get it
from a 10 to a zero, or like, you know, 100 to a zero, but the point is for them to get to
the point where they're now able to talk about it. So then once we were kind of once
we've gotten past the death terror, again, not fully going past it, but now we can kind of
dive into the personal experiences. But when it comes to the existential dread, | mean,
we use a lot of philosophical tools, right? So again, going back to the questions, a lot of
times | would ask, okay, so like, what is it that you're afraid of in death? Is it that you're
afraid of the dying process? Is it that you're afraid of maybe having a bad afterlife
experience where you're punished for something? Do you feel like some of your shame
is sort of going to be exposed in an afterlife potentially? Do you fear that you're not
going to exist? That you fear that something terrible might happen to your family if
you're gone, and that you won't be able to protect them? And so you kind of just help
them explore it, and as they explore it, what you can do is you can also empathize with
them. And you can say, yeah, | have all of these same fears to like, these are all part of
the human experience. And so what | think helps most, even with kids, is not
necessarily having the answers to these questions, but being able to say, hey, I'm right
there with you, we're in the same boat, and we have the same questions too.

Emily Kircher-Morris 19:42

Our listeners can't see this, but I'm nodding vigorously along with this about about, and |
think that brings it back to like authenticity, right? Like this is part of the human
condition, these questions and kids don't always know that, especially if their kids who
their peers don't have those same questions, you know, and if they try to talk to other



kids, the kids are like, what are you talking about | don't understand why you're even
thinking about this. And | think authenticity is kind of a big piece of what goes into this.
Like, if you're not living your true self, you know, like, if you're not in that, you know,
you're going to have more of that disconnect.

Leon Garber 20:16

Yeah, absolutely. And a lot of what works in therapy is literally the empathy part, where
you're able to say, sort of, I'm in your shoes too, that we're in this together. And
obviously, it's a little bit easier with the general questions, and then is with specific
personal experiences, like traumas. And that's okay, because the thing is, like, again,
going back from general, going back to general to specific, what you're seeing is that
when when the kid especially in this case, can see that, oh, wow, what kind of like we're
almost the same or very, very, very similar, then that kind of builds trust to go into more
of the more sort of deeper and personal work, the stuff that they don't really want to talk
about. But what's cool about the existential questions is that again, we don't really have
answers per se, but that we could kind of feel like we're connected in having the same
questions. So unfortunately, what sometimes happens is, you know, going back to the
theme of authenticity, | guess it's still authentic, even though maybe they'll really were a
therapist would kind of try to, they would try to sort of what's the word, they would try to
impose their own worldview on the on the client. And they would say, oh, well, this is
what happens after death, right?

Leon Garber 20:16

And here's why we know, right? Whether you know, whether you're an atheist or
whether you're religious, | mean, any sort of sect can do that, so it doesn't, it does, it's
kind of irrelevant. But the point is that what happens then is, especially if the kid doesn't
feel like they have answers to those questions, | mean, they'll feel like you're just some
sort of authority figure that sort of better and smarter to them, and you're telling them
what to do kind of like a parent or a teacher, unfortunately, in that respect, | mean,
maybe they wouldn't feel as vulnerable opening up to you. Because, again, | mean, I'm
assuming that that's still a form of authenticity, but | would say not really, because in
some sense, you're a little bit deluding yourself because nobody really knows for sure. |
mean, we could say like, I'm, you know, kind of more on this side, like, let's say, |
classify myself as an atheist, but | would never say I'm sure of any of these answers,
that just doesn't make any sense. And so even if, let's say, the child is more religious,
you can say, no, no, | feel the same level of uncertainty that you do, too, we're kind of in
that together. And then | would ask, does that uncertainty scare you? And let's say
maybe he or she would say, yeah, that was | would say, yeah, it scares me too.
Because what if there is an afterlife, right? So what if | am making all of these mistakes?
What if God punishes me, right? Just like for you, the uncertainty might be like, oh my



God, what if I'm wrong, or what if you know, there is no God? So the point is that we're
in it together.

Emily Kircher-Morris 22:23

You've mentioned trauma, and | think the kids that | work with maybe are coming from a
little bit of a different experience, but | think there's some parallels there. And | definitely
also agree that | see those kids that that trauma is a big part of it, especially with the
fear of death, but also the neurodivergent kids that | work with, especially those who
maybe have had, you know, an undiagnosed disability or something, a part of what it is,
is, | think it's just that lack of being understood. And that lack of connection, kind of that
isolation piece, like I'm just, | don't feel connected to the world around me in any way,
and so then that's very destabilizing. | remember a client who | had, who, in second
grade, | remember him saying to me, how difficult his life was and how hard he was
having and he didn't see any sense of purpose in it, and he was crying and he was
saying to me, if life is this hard now, how is it ever going to get easier? You know, and
he's eight years old, and he's thinking about these things. It's like, how do you know, it
was so fascinating to talk to him and work with him, but he just had this ability to see
things in this wider range.

Leon Garber 23:31

Right, and | would say that on sort of the spectrum of isolation, he was pretty much on
the further right where we're one of the further rights where he believed that there was
such a deep disconnect from the community or society at large that there was no way
that he was ever going to even feel, feel some sort of emotional connection or a deeper
connection, just just humanity. And so, | mean, the thing is, what is existential isolation,
so the point of it as a concept, it just means that essentially the like you and | will always
have this little kind of unbridgeable gap between us, and that's okay. So | mean, the
point where at least the point is to get to the point where you're feeling okay about it, the
struggle is that sometimes it's that plus more so for some people, it's that and then, oh,
well, | feel like an outcast or | feel like a weirdo or | feel like an outsider. So | can also
imagine that an existential crisis or existential depression can even encompass that, the
sense of not only just the unbridgeable physical gap but in a seemingly at least
unbridgeable emotional one too.

Emily Kircher-Morris 24:23

You mentioned that on your blog, you do some writing about self esteem and those
types of concepts. And | noticed, you know, one of the things that I've seen come up on
your blog also is about perfectionism. Can you talk a little bit about the connection
between existential awareness and perfectionism? Do you feel like there's a connection
there between those two?



Leon Garber 24:41

Oh, that's a good question. Yes, but | actually haven't written about it, which is, | guess,
interesting, because now | probably can. So interestingly, with perfectionism, there's,
well, | can actually give you a personal experience, which is, it's okay, it's a little bit
embarrassing and a little bit silly to talk about, but | guess it's also somewhat part of the
human condition. So with perfectionism, there are several components to it, so
sometimes the can one of the components could be more existential. And so what |
mean by that it's this sort of magical thinking and this erroneous notion, if I'm just
special, or if I'm perfect, I'm not going to die, or I'm not going to be harmed, or nothing
terrible is going to happen to me. So | remember, | don't remember when | realized this,
but it was definitely a part of life, kind of my whole life. So | mean, | wish | could go back
to it, because | mean, to me, at least, this was really interesting. So there was a point in
my life where | realized that the reason at least partially why | was a perfectionist was
because | truly believed and since so for me, like death anxiety was prominent, pretty
much for the vast majority of my life will be death terror. And so | believe that if
somehow | sort of | did all of the right things, and | did them in the exact order, somehow
death wasn't going to find me. And so it's this sort of, it's a sort of notion that so it kind of
goes back to, let's say, Alfred Alder was a psychoanalyst in the Freudian era. So he said
something along the lines of in order to avoid the death of death, people often refused a
loan of life. But also, in addition to that, | think people also try to perfect life.

Leon Garber 26:05

So it's like in order to kind of in order to steer death away from you, you think like, okay,
listen, death, as long as | do all of the right things, as long as | sort of succeed in the
way that we're taught to succeed, as long as I'm a good person, as long as | sort of take
care of myself and don't overly depend on people, as long as they sort of give to charity,
and | sort of, you know, do my schoolwork, and | kind of hunker down and sort of take
care of my business, is you leave me alone, right? You're supposed to leave me alone,
you're not supposed to come after me. And so it's kind of like magical thinking. It's this
idea that as long as you're doing things the right way, you know, quote, unquote,
perfect, then these terrible things aren't going to happen to you. And | mean, of course,
that's absurd, because good things happen to good people all the time. And
interestingly, even though on the sort of conscious level, | do know this, on a deeper
level, there's a part of my life where | keep going back to that thought, especially by the
way, when something like tragic either happens around me or happens sort of within my
vicinity, where I'll kind of notice that I'm like, oh, I'm like getting on these like rigid
patterns, again, where I'm sort of doing things in a very kind of not necessarily
obsessive, but at least close to it and just sort of obsessive way, where | say, no, | need
to do this at this time, and | need to do this on that time. And | need to do this for this



person, and | need to do this for myself. And | create these sort of patterns for myself,
and then | look in and | sort of asked myself, | was like, have | been a little bit too
anxious about death these past few weeks? And the answer is usually, yes.

Emily Kircher-Morris 27:23

Yeah, that's interesting, that's really interesting. You know, you mentioned Alfred Adler,
who's one of my favorites, and you know, | remember | think another quote that | know
of his is "all of life is striving for perfection", which kind of goes along with us. So as we
wrap up our conversation, let me ask you this last question. And that is, what would you
suggest for the adults in these young people's lives who are having some of these
questions? Like, is there one or two things that you think would be, like what's the most
impactful thing they can do to support these kids? And help them?

Leon Garber 27:54

That's a really good question. So | would say it's a balance of empathy and support. So
on the one hand, it's because a lot of times when adults don't talk to kids about, you
know, kind of existential terror or about death, you know, freedom or whatnot, it's
because they don't have the answers themselves, and they feel like they need to. So it's
the idea that I'd rather avoid than kind of just be honest and authentic. And so on the
one hand, you can definitely be empathic and you could say, hey, | don't know, right? |
wish | had these answers, but | don't, right? So it's kind of like one of those questions
that nobody really has the answer to. And then obviously, that will engender some sort
of fear or nerve, you know, the child will feel anxious. And then one could say like, no,
that's okay. So even though we don't know the answers to any of these questions, we
actually don't need to, because we can have and we can live very healthy and full and
safe lives. And so if you ever feel like you're unsafe, right, because | don't have the
answers to the afterlife here, all of the things that you know, your father and | are our
family on the whole at home. But this is all these are all the things that we'll do to protect
you, and these are all the things that we have been doing to protect you. So although
no, we don't know what happens after we die. The point is that we can still live a healthy
and safe life even without having those answers, because | mean, people have been
doing it for millennia somehow.

Emily Kircher-Morris 29:02
Leon, thank you so much for your time today.

Leon Garber 29:04
Thank you so much for having me on. This was great.

Emily Kircher-Morris 29:12



Life's big questions surrounding our death, freedom, isolation, and the search for
meaning, are questions that each of us grapple with throughout our life. Neurodivergent
kids experienced the world in a way that gives them a different perspective, sometimes
coming to realize the permanence of these concerns at a younger age, and sometimes
having a hard time putting those things into perspective, the need for things to make
sense, and an ability to understand abstract concepts at an early age leads them to
question and make realizations that emotionally they may not be ready to handle. I've
had clients at my office who become worried and stressed every year around their
birthday as it reminds them even at the age of six or seven, about aging and death.
Little ones who aren't even in elementary school yet, who clearly grasped that death is
universal and irreversible, and they worry about their loved ones, high school students
who question everything, and have trouble staying motivated at school. Because of their
obsession with existential topics. | find this one of the most rewarding areas to help kids
get through. It allows me to deepen my own awareness and understanding of the
universe and humanity. We can support these kids by refusing to minimize their worries,
validating their emotions, and helping them to explore and crystallize their own belief
systems that help put their world in order. I'm Emily Kircher-Morris. I'll see you next time
on the Neurodiversity Podcast.

Dave Morris 31:34

This episode has been sponsored by the Council for Exceptional Children Learn more
at exceptionalchildren.org Thank you again to Leon Gerber. Leon's website is
existentialcafe.blog. You can also find his podcast, "Seize the Moment " wherever you
get your podcasts. This conversation was originally published in November 2020. Our
host is Emily Kircher-Morris. Our social media and office manager is Krista Brown. I'm
Dave Morris, the executive producer and for all of us, thanks for listening and we'll see
you next time.

Dave Morris 32:47
This is a service of the Neurodiversity Alliance.



