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Resilient Threads is a treasure…Mukta Panda has beautifully 
captured what it means to be a compassionate physician—one who 
effortlessly dedicates herself to the well-being of not just patients but 
also colleagues, students and friends alike. 

— Amy C. Edmondson, PhD, Professor, Harvard Business School, 
author of The Fearless Organization and Building the Future 

Physician burnout is eating away at the fabric of our healthcare system. But it’s not a symptom of the 
medical profession alone. In a culture that privileges evidence over empathy, technology over touch,   
and what’s measurable over what’s meaningful, many of us feel more fragmented and less human than 
ever. 

In RESILIENT THREADS: WEAVING JOY AND MEANING INTO WELL-BEING, Mukta Panda gives 
voice to the exhaustion and gives courage for another way. As a doctor and medical educator, she has 
fought to return human touch to healthcare. As a mother, she has committed—and sometimes failed—to 
balance the personal with the professional. As an immigrant, she has clung to the wisdom of her family 
and faith in the face of discrimination and fear. 

By weaving her own story of belonging, as a young girl in India to an East Tennessee transplant, with 
the stories of her patients, students, and colleagues, she models how each and every one of us can 
build resilience through self-awareness and story-sharing. 

“Ritual, relationships, and reflection are key threads in how I learned to thrive,” Panda writes in the 
introduction. So, too, are they key for the thriving of our world. The well-being of our physicians and 
patients, teachers and students, parents and children depends on integrating these threads into a new 
social fabric, one that honors the whole of who we are with what we do.    
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whose work seeks to transform the heart of patient care and medical education. She serves as the 
Assistant Dean for Well-Being and Medical Student Education and a Professor of Medicine at the 
University of Tennessee College of Medicine at Chattanooga. To rejuvenate, Mukta likes to take long 
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PRAISE FOR MUKTA PANDA, M.D. 

This is a must-read for learners, educators, and 
practicing clinicians as they journey on the path 
of mastery. There are lives at stake and treasures 
of joy and wonder to be found. With this book, 
the path is illuminated. 
—Timothy P. Brigham, MDiv, PhD, Chief of 
Staff and Chief of Education and Organizational 
Development, Accreditation Council for 
Graduate Medical Education (ACGME) 

Resilient Threads is a treasure…Mukta Panda 
has beautifully captured what it means to be a 
compassionate physician—one who effortlessly 
dedicates herself to the well-being of not just 
patients but also colleagues, students and friends 
alike. 
—Amy C. Edmondson, PhD, Professor, 
Harvard Business School, author of The Fearless 
Organization and Building the Future 

The external aims to provide better health for 
society cannot happen without tending to the 
inner imperatives. We need a holistic approach 
to individual courage and institutional change, 
and Dr. Mukta Panda shows us how it can 
be done. 
—Donald M. Berwick, MD, President 
Emeritus and Senior Fellow, Institute for 
Healthcare Improvement and former 
Administrator, Centers for Medicare and 
Medicaid Services 

I’m grateful to Mukta for having the courage to 
share how she keeps her heart open despite 
heartbreak, and is teaching her medical students 
and residents to do the same. Internal medicine 
may be Mukta’s clinical specialty, but she is a 
healer of the inner life as well. 
—Parker J. Palmer, author of On the Brink of 
Everything, The Courage to Teach, A Hidden 
Wholeness, and Let Your Life Speak 

A powerful, inspiring example of a physician 
and mother who reveals the empathy, 
compassion and self-care needed to get through 
medical training and to revive the good doctor 
you hoped to be. 
—Vineet Arora, MD, MAPP, Associate Chief 
Medical Officer–Clinical Learning Environment, 
University of Chicago Medicine 

Medical students and residents reading her story 
will learn some of what to expect in a medical 
career, and for someone like me, 45-plus years 
into my medical and surgical career, it was an 
opportunity to reflect: “Oh yes, I remember 
feeling like that” and “Yes, this is exactly how it 
feels to connect to a patient. 
—R. Phillip Burns, MD, FACS, Professor and 
Chairman, Department of Surgery, University of 
Tennessee College of Medicine, Chattanooga 

In a modern world of medicine where workload 
and the expectations of physicians are as great 
as they have ever been, a reminder of what 
makes us tick as doctors is sorely needed. This 
book provides that and more…I am a better 
physician for reading it. 
—Professor Andrew Goddard, MD, FACP 
(Hon), President of the Royal College of 
Physicians of London 

The book serves as a lesson for all of us. We 
need to recognize our strengths and 
weaknesses, focus on what is important, and 
make sure that we have meaning in our lives. 
—Marc J. Kahn, MD, MBA, MACP, FRCP-
London, Tulane University School of Medicine 

An intimate example of how to live and work, 
Resilient Threads offers an inspiring model for 
others to learn from, resonate with, and be 
emboldened by. 
—Penelope R. Williamson, co-author of 
Leading Change in Healthcare, Associate 
Professor of Medicine, The Johns Hopkins 
University School of Medicine
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I’m grateful to Mukta for having the courage to share how she 
keeps her heart open despite heartbreak, and is teaching her 
medical students to do the same. Internal medicine may be 
Mukta’s clinical speciality, but she is a healer of the inner life 
as well.   

— Parker J. Palmer, author of The Courage to Teach,  
A Hidden Wholeness, and Let Your Life Speak 

Q: You wrote RESILIENT THREADS so that exhausted healthcare professionals—but 
also, more broadly, women and immigrants—might grow in self-awareness and story-
sharing. Why is this skillset more important than ever?  

In our rapidly changing environment, technology is at our fingertips, but human connection is so 
distant. Health care professionals are isolated by virtue of working long hours; we work together but 
not always in a meaningful way. Women still seem to take disproportionate ownership for raising 
families and doing domestic work. Immigrants are searching for a commonality of culture. What 
connects us in community is a sense of belonging. It requires getting to know another person. What 
better way to do that than to invite reflection and receive someone’s story? 

Q: You’ve lived and practiced medicine in places as varied as India, London, Saudi 
Arabia, and now East Tennessee. How does where you’re from shape who you are? 

I have globe-trotted for the past 35 years. I have been influenced by my experiences with people, 
cultures, food, clothing, even with my work in healthcare as a clinician and educator. All these 
contribute to the fabric of who I am, how I show up, and where I am called to serve. I’ve learned the 
importance of embracing my own Indian culture, the faith I carry, and my spiritual roots, which are so 
embedded in who I am. My ability to live in the world, accepting differences, has been influenced by 
being in other cultures. I am richer for having had those experiences. 

Q: There’s a tension throughout your story between what is measured and what is 
meaningful. How do you navigate the need for Evidence Based Medicine (EBM) with 
your call for empathy based medicine?  

I don’t want to negate the importance of evidence. But evidence is not valuable until you consider the 
whole patient in front of you. Evidence has its maximum impact when applied in the context of these 
other E’s that make up the whole of empathy-based medicine: emotions, expectations, ethics, 
engagement, empowerment, effort, education, experience, error, environment, and equity. Sometimes 
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sufficient evidence isn’t available, but these other E’s provide a viable way forward. You may not 
always know what to do to cure the patient, but your heartfelt care will go a very long way. 

Q: You started a number of initiatives over the years for your residents: Bringing Back 
the Black Bag project, Walking in a Patient’s Shoes programs, and the Relaxing, 
Rejuvenating, and Rejoicing in Residency sessions. What have you learned from your 
residents and medical students over the years?  

My learners and patients have been my best teachers. They’ve taught me a lot about myself and the 
environment in which we function as learners. I say “You are all so creative;” so I’m going to give you 
my expectations and let you come up with ideas. The best compliment I ever got was that I was strict 
but fair. If you allow people to be creative, innovative, and give them a space that is open and 
bounded to learn in, it helps a great deal. It also helped me be a better parent at home. That, to me, 
was enlightening. 

Q: The issue of physician burnout is a personal one for you. You cite a former surgeon 
general that said it should be considered an epidemic on par with the opioid crisis. 
What can be done about it? 

First, accepting there is no one magic answer. It is a convoluted issue. It’s like peeling an onion. You 
will take steps forward and backward, and that is okay. But it starts with the self. The second thing is to 
build your community. Being in community requires courage and the ability to communicate and care 
deeply about the shared covenant. The word covenant feels sacred, as if there’s ownership. I prefer 
that over mission or goal. It addresses the loneliness, but if we are working together on the same thing, 
there is unity that builds community. 

Q: You write, “Self-care starts by diagnosing yourself.” What's one small way readers 
of your book—no matter their role—can begin practicing self-care today? 

Know what makes you feel warm and fuzzy inside. I try to start my morning with a smile as soon as I 
get up. The physical act of having a smile in the morning does something for me. “I’m awake. Thank 
you, God.” I can just be thankful without anything specific. I try to think about something positive every 
morning. 

About the Author: 
Mukta Panda, MD, MACP, FRCP-London, is an award-winning physician, speaker, and facilitator 
whose work seeks to transform the heart of patient care and medical education. She serves as the 
Assistant Dean for Well-Being and Medical Student Education and a Professor of Medicine at the 
University of Tennessee College of Medicine at Chattanooga. To rejuvenate, Mukta likes to take long 
walks, cook good Indian meals, and plan surprise parties for loved ones. Visit her online at 
www.MuktaPandaMD.com and Twitter @MuktaPandaMD.

CREATIVE COURAGE PRESS, LLC
 P.O. Box 1352

Palisade, CO 81526-1352

Shelly Francis, publisher
shelly@CreativeCouragePress.com 

(970) 812-3224

http://www.MuktaPandaMD.com
mailto:shelly@CreativeCouragePress.com


BOOK EXCERPT

RESILIENT THREADS 
Weaving Joy and Meaning into Well-Being 
by Mukta Panda, M.D., with foreword  
by Timothy P. Brigham, MDiv, PhD 

March 2020 | US $28.95, 272 pages, hardcover |  
ISBN 978-0-98556-654-8 | Creative Courage Press | 
Also available in paperback and ebook.   

The external aims to provide better health for society cannot happen 
without tending to the inner imperatives. We need a holistic 
approach to individual courage and institutional change, and Dr. 
Mukta Panda shows us how it can be done. 

— Donald M. Berwick, MD, President Emeritus and Senior Fellow, 
Institute for Healthcare Improvement and former Administrator, 

Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services 

Fighting for Joy

I began my “relationship board” in 1998 when I became faculty. It is a cork bulletin board, about four 
by four feet in size. It started in July with one of my colleagues who had a new baby that I loved to 
hold. (I have been known as baby whisperer.) I would always ask his wife to bring the baby for my 
“baby therapy.” They gave me a picture of the three of them. And then I added photos of the new 
students and others.  

In December that year I started getting Christmas cards from my residents, many with photos of them 
with their spouses and children. Then wedding invitations came. The board was such a great 
conversation starter. The nurses would stop by my office and say things like “Oh, I remember this guy.” 

When I became department chair and moved to a bigger office, I requested an even bigger board. I 
said, “I need this.” That’s when I started adding positive quotes. More pictures grew in over the 
quotes, which were over earlier pictures. And now there is more than a decade of pictures over 
pictures over pictures. I finally added a smaller board beneath it.  

To me, this relationship board represents the difference between joy and happiness. Joy is not a 
choice. Joy is something you have to choose to cultivate. I read that somewhere. I can’t take full credit 
for it, but I have to expand on it a little bit. To me, joy is very much a “relationship emotion.” Joy is a 
deeper Namaste. I not only see this worth in your spirit and welcome it, but I can feel a connection 
between us as human beings.  

Happiness is one of the manifestations of joy. But it doesn’t need to be relationship oriented. 
Happiness can be fleeting or superficial. I’m happy when I get a good piece of chocolate. I am happy 
when I see the rain after a warm day. But when I’m anticipating our conversation, that brings me joy. 
When I’m in conversation and it’s evoking different emotions, this is joy, and I want to do more of it. 
Happiness can be trivial. But joy wants me to go back to it. Joy is addictive. Once I cultivate that joy 
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both with passion and compassion, then I have that relationship. It’s a relationship with joy as well as 
a relationship with another person. 

Whether the other person reciprocates or not, you can appreciate your own feeling of being present 
authentically. I can choose to connect with others in joy irrespective of whether the relationship is 
reciprocated. Making the attempt feels gratifying. There’s only so much I can do to build a 
relationship. I’ve done something I could do—and that’s all that is in my power. Sometimes I want to 
protect myself from harm. I may go out of my way to be kind, but get a rebuttal. I learn through 
experience, through successes and failures. By unpacking what happened, I see what I need to fill my 
own soul so that I have more joy to give to others.  

An emotional, visceral feeling comes when I look at my relationship board. My door is never closed. I 
don’t lock my door. One day a staff person was in my office as we were trying to navigate through 
bylaws and requirements that were coming out soon. It so happened that she was really frustrated at 
the care that a family member was receiving and needed to vent about it. She sat down facing the 
board. After a few minutes, she said, “It just gives me such peace looking at this.” 

My relationship board is not a decorative wall-hanging. It represents my sense of belonging to a 
community of caring, loving, compassionate people. When I think of my years-long question, “How do 
I heal as I strive to serve?” the answer that comes to mind is one word: Belonging.  

I used to think my other guiding question was “Where do I belong?” As I lived into the question 
longer, I began wondering if I was really asking, “How do I belong?” My answer to how—how to 
belong, how to heal, how to serve—is through the joy and action of cultivating a community of 
belonging. I belong to a community which includes not only my friends and family, my colleagues, 
coworkers and learners, but my patients and their families. 

—  from chapter nineteen, “What Am I Fighting For?” 
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