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ARE YOU A
RENAISSANCE SOUL”?

SWARTHMOREANS FIND A WAY TO JUGGLE MANY INTERESTS.

By Ali Crolius ‘84

argaret Neisser Lobenstine ‘65 divides the world into
two categories. One includes those highly focused, decisive individuals
who come into the world knowing exactly what they want to do when
they grow up. These souls she compares to Mozart, whose intelli-
gence and inspiration went wholly into his music. These are the
freshmen who know what their major will be, who graduate four years
later with a degree in that subject, get advanced degrees in the
same, and then go on to make a name for themselves in that field.

This article is not about those people.

Instead, it is about those in the other category, the one compris-
ing people Lobenstine calls “Ben Franklins.” Inventor, publisher,
writer, philosopher, public citizen, statesman, Francophile, founder of
a university and a post office, and all-around Promethean thinker,
Franklin was what Lobenstine calls a “Renaissance soul.”

Lobenstine pays tribute to people of diverse passions in her
unpublished book manuscript, “Secrets of the Renaissance Soul:
Making Too Many Interests’ Work for You.” A career and “life design”
counselor in the Amherst, Mass.,
area, Lobenstine wrote the book
after realizing that many seeking
her help were the proverbial
round pegs trying to force them-
selves into square holes.

They worried that there was
something wrong with them.
They labeled themselves as
hopelessly indecisive, vacillat-
ing, restless. They started a mil-
lion projects but completed few;
no sooner did they master a sub-
ject than they moved on to
something new. When attention-
deficit disorder came into vogue,
these people were sure they had
it. Their friends described them
as dilettantes and jacks-of-all-
trades, and their families wished
they'd “find themselves and set-
tle down.”

At midlife and beyond, many
of Lobenstine’s clients were still
casting about for the one thing
that would bring all their areas
of passion together.

Lobenstine says she's had
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clients collapse in tears of relief when she assures them there’s noth-
ing wrong with them.,

Drinking tea in her living room, where a small sunlit corner dou-
bles as her office and a constant flutter of birds at her feeder pro-
vides background entertainment, she runs through a list of her own
Renaissance endeavors. At Swarthmore, she had a difficult time pick-
ing a major, of course. She settled on political science but backed it
up with minors in economics and history. Did she use these directly
in her life? No—she worked with blind children at a camp one sum-
mer and decided to drop a political science seminar to take two edu-
cation courses. She writes, “My request was considered so out of the
ordinary that it had to be taken up by the entire faculty.”

Lobenstine continued the pattern after graduation. Her resumé
reads something like this: obtained a master's from Bank Street
Teacher's College; worked at the New York University Reading Insti-
tute as well as in one of the original Head Start programs. Subse-
quently, Margaret did political work with the Black Panthers, worked
for an alternative press, worked
- at an eyeglasses factory and at
| the post office, and started her
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own errand business. She ran a
bed-and-breakfast; coordinated
labor groups for First Harvest
Brigade for Nicaragua; taught
others how to run inns; was
regional master trainer for the
Massachusetts Literacy Corps;
and started her current business,
Alternative Approaches.

Now, she responds to ques-
tions through her Web site www.-
ToGetUnstuck.com, leads career
and Renaissance Soul workshops,
is a guest expert for the Staples
Inc. small business Web site,
does family business consulting
at the University of Massachu-
setts, writes both fiction and
newspaper articles, and does pro-
fessional photography.

Much of this overlapped with
raising twin daughters Lori and
Heather, now grown and showing
their own signs of Lobenstine’s
Renaissance nature.






