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Foreword

By Coby Michael

To understand shadow work, we must first understand the shadow itself, a concept originally developed by psychoanalyst Carl Jung describing different aspects of the psyche along with the self, the persona and the anima/animus. According to Jung, the shadow consists of “the hidden, repressed, guilt-laden personality” as described in The Collected Works of C. G. Jung (1959). The idea was to engage and assimilate with this aspect and bring it back into conscious awareness to improve one’s overall well-being. The shadow is not understood as something morally bad or malicious, but a repository for all the parts of ourselves that we file away for one reason or another. To attempt to describe the shadow in a one-size-fits-all manner is inaccurate, and all we need to do is look down on a sunny day at our physical shadows to see that each one is unique and highly individualistic. It is based on our upbringing, our perception of the world, and our unique perspective in it. However, there is also a collective shadow that exists on a wider societal level and as we embark on individual shadow work we are also healing collectively.

Today, shadow work has a much broader definition and encompasses many different life experiences, struggles, and healing processes. All the difficult and painful things that a person can experience that require healing in some way can be approached through the shadow self. In a way, the shadow is our greatest ally, holding onto all the unprocessed and traumatic memories, emotions, and experiences that we accumulate from the moment we are born until we are ready to face them. The shadow is, for the most part, unconscious although it influences the way we operate in the world, our relationships, and how we respond to external stimuli. It does so from its hiding place outside of our conscious awareness. It isn’t until we begin to acknowledge this part of ourselves and enter into a dialogue with our shadow that we can begin to turn the shadow into an ally. After all, the shadow is there to protect us from further trauma, guilt, and shame, and we need to help it to do that in a way that is healthy and still allows us to heal and to grow. The goal is not to get rid of the shadow, but to bring it into the light. When left unacknowledged, this hidden part of ourselves can influence our behavior and thought processes in less than desirable ways. It is like a child that is acting out for attention and draws all over the walls with permanent markers. Although in this case the walls are our lives, relationships, and well-being and the permanent marker is pain, trauma, anger, addiction, fear, shame, and so on. So it is into the shadow and into childhood we must journey to rescue this part of ourselves and bring it back into alignment.

This all sounds like pretty heavy stuff, and the idea of intentionally poking the sleeping dragon seems like a bad idea when we’re all just trying to hold it together to get through the day. Don’t worry! This story has a happy ending, and shadow work is not something that is done over a weekend retreat or by listening to one guided meditation. It can be slow, gentle, and intimate work that can actually feel good while you are doing it. The deepest healing happens gradually over time. Everyone has shadow work to do, and it lasts a lifetime. Comparing ourselves to others regarding shadow work is unproductive, and if someone claims to have “done all the work” that is just their shadow talking!

Looking back over my own life, there are two main story lines that seem to emerge. They are my experience with addiction, and my affinity for spirituality and magickal practice. Without the latter, I probably wouldn’t have survived the former. Ever since I can remember, I have had spiritual questions. I was probably four or five years old when I began asking my parents some big questions. I wanted to know what would happen to the people I loved when they died. I wanted to know how the Universe was made, and why we are here. This curiosity was there even before my interest in Witchcraft and occultism developed. I have always been enchanted by the image of the witch, and it became a childhood obsession of mine early on. Some kids wanted to be firefighters or doctors, while I wanted to be the wicked witch of the west. Mighty, cunning, and feared by all! I laugh about it now, but I think it says a lot about where I was during this time.

I was born to an amazing and loving mother, and an alcoholic father; so my experience with addiction started right away. He was not a nice guy, and I have many memories of verbal, physical, and psychological abuse against my mother, and his later girlfriends, and to some degree myself. It is no surprise that I was drawn to these stories of monstrously powerful and independent women. Luckily, my mother filed for divorce when I was five years old. However, my father was still an intermittent part of our lives and I witnessed the progress of his addiction up until his death years later. We hadn’t spoken to or seen each other in about a decade when I got the news, but enough about him.

I grew up happy and loved, and my mother worked so hard to take care of my younger sisters and me. We grew up closely with my grandparents as well, and I had a good childhood. I played some sports and did well in school. I loved reading, history, and science. I was very in touch with the natural world and found a deep peace in being outdoors. I also developed an early interest in plants, particularly herbs, and meditation. I remember my grandmother bought me a CD of nature sounds and soothing music and I would lay on the floor and listen to it for hours. I would also read the books that she had on natural home remedies, something that scratched the witchy itch that I had developed in early childhood. When I got a little bit older, probably around ten years old, I discovered that witches and magick were more than just fairy tales and characters in movies. It was in the grocery store checkout that I discovered my very first book of spells, and I was hooked. Witchcraft has always been something that I have come back to, a constant theme in my life.

The first and most life-changing decision I made at that point was when I was fifteen years old. I had just come out of the closet, scared of my mother’s initial response and haunted by the countless horror stories I had heard from others. In that moment, overwhelmed by panic, I made an irreversible decision. I reached out to my father who I hadn’t seen or spoken to in five years and asked him if I could move in with him. This was the beginning of the shitstorm that would be the first step on my own journey with addiction, fueled by the trauma of the experiences that this decision would set into motion. I tried opioid painkillers for the first time when I was sixteen and fell in love. It makes sense now because I was numbing so many painful experiences that I didn’t want to feel. Fast forward, I was in my early twenties and had spent the last eight years trying any drug that I could get my hands on, bouncing back and forth between living with my mom, dad, and at friend’s houses before getting my first apartment. I was a mess, but even then, my connection to Nature, magick, and the spirit world was unwavering.

Finally, I had had enough. I was twenty-three and living on my own, but my life was falling apart. I reached out to my mom for help, and she came and rescued me. We went to the hospital, and I got the information for a methadone clinic in town. I would spend the next eight years going to the methadone clinic. The thing with methadone treatment is that it doesn’t get you high, but it still affects your brain’s opiate receptors keeping you from going into withdrawal. The idea is to eventually wean yourself off the medication, which some people never wind up doing. I was one of the lucky ones, and even though it took me until I was thirty-one to eventually complete the detox, I did it and it’s been five years.

Over this time, I continued my studies, my spiritual practice, and my interest in magickal and medicinal herbalism. I was intentionally setting the stage for the life I wanted, putting in the necessary groundwork. It was during those last couple of years that I wrote my first book The Poison Path Herbal, and it was thanks to my plant allies and my spiritual pursuits that I was able to finally do what I needed to do. An intense experience with deadly nightshade was what initially drove me further in my work with the plants of the poison path. Recovery doesn’t end when you get sober; getting sober is just the beginning. While it has been an imperfect and sometimes difficult process, I have had several plant allies that have helped me along the way. With special thanks to rose, fly agaric, foxglove, psilocybin, and a host of other medicinal herbs, I continue this journey and my understanding of the healing power of plants is deepened by my personal experience in extraordinary ways. Over time the balance of light and dark within ourselves fluctuates, and we can become more shadow self than our other aspects, and for me it has been about gradually filling those empty places with the light and healing of plant medicine to restore the balance.

Plant people tend to find one another, connected by an unseen network much like the mycelium that connects plants, trees, and fungi in nature. I have been following Nicolette on social media for a number of years and was very excited to read her first book, Runes for the Green Witch. I also resonate deeply with her own journey with recovery that she has shared. While I have spoken about my own recovery frequently, this is the first time that I have written about it extensively. I believe that this is an important part of my work on this planet and part of my own healing process. In the spiritual and wellness communities, we often see people that present themselves as happy, healthy, and successful, which is inspiring, but we don’t always see the other side of that journey. I totally understand wanting to put the difficult times in our lives behind us and focus on the positive, but I believe that speaking about these experiences and sharing them with others is a great gift that can change someone’s life.

In The Shadow Apothecary, Nicolette does just that. Not only sharing personal experiences and offering words of support but sharing tools to help others on their own healing journey, whether it is recovery from addiction, trauma, mental health issues, or other difficult life transitions. We all need support at one point in our lives, and Nicolette brings the reader an army of medicinal plant allies and healing practices that are ready and willing to lend a helping hand. This is a book of personal empowerment, and while health and well-being are approached from a number of different angles including therapy and the support of others, we can empower ourselves to take an active role in that process through the use of plant medicine.

The Shadow Apothecary provides information on the medicinal and spiritual properties of herbs that can offer support for all stages of healing whether we are just beginning the journey or are already on our way to integrating aspects of our shadow and relearning how to exist in the world as a whole new person. It is with great honor and integrity that I write the foreword to this book that I know will go on to be a beacon of light and hope for those that find themselves in the shadows and will also be an indispensable tool for those who are called to help others through the darkness. I wish this book existed years ago when I was in this place, but I am still on my own journey and in these pages have found validation, support, and useful tools to support my own ongoing healing process. Perhaps some of us were destined to run headfirst into the darkness at an early age so that we could go through these things and bring back healing for others.

To the reader, when you find yourself lost in the darkness, remember you are not alone. While we may not be able to see one another through the shadows, we are in this together.

COBY MICHAEL is an occult herbalist and magickal practitioner specializing in the ritual use of poisonous and psychoactive plants. He studied religion at Arizona State University and has been a folk herbalist since a young age. He owns and operates The Poisoner’s Apothecary, an online shop and educational resource for the poison path. Coby has been blogging since 2016 and is a prolific writer including articles for This Witch Magazine (2020), The Witches’ Almanac (2022) and The Poisoner’s Guild (2023). His first book The Poison Path Herbal came out in 2021 with Inner Traditions and Coby recently celebrated the release of The Poison Path Grimoire (2024) and The Poison Path Oracle (2026). He is also co-author of Leo Witch, part of Llewellyn’s Witch’s Sun Sign Series (2023). He is the founder of the Botanica Obscura Conference, an annual gathering of magickal plant practitioners from around the world sharing their plant spirit knowledge. He travels the country teaching people about plant magick, the poison path, occult herbalism, and plant medicine.
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Like the mighty oak, you are still standing

Through being stripped of your leaves in autumn

Through the unbearable blizzards of winter

Through the raging storms of spring

And the blazing heat of summer

They all threatened to break you

And you may have lost some branches along the way

But you are still standing

Reaching toward the Moon and Sun

Deeply rooted in the nurturing soil of Mother Earth

You are still standing.





INTRODUCTION

Birth, Death, and Rebirth

Plants saved my life. For years, I struggled with debilitating depression and anxiety, and as the weight of those emotions grew unbearable, I turned to alcohol and drugs in search of relief. Alcohol, in particular, became my refuge. It offered a fleeting escape, granting the courage and euphoria that felt otherwise unattainable. With each drink, my inhibitions loosened, and the anxiety and self-doubt that so often constrained me seemed to dissipate. I experienced a temporary sense of freedom and joy, a sensation I hadn’t known in years. Caught up in a carefree, party-driven lifestyle, I convinced myself that this was the solution to my struggles.

For a while, I reveled in the high, feeling more alive than I had in what seemed like a lifetime. But as with all things built on a shaky foundation, the thrill of alcohol quickly wore off. The temporary escape I once cherished faded, and in its place emerged a darkness that seemed impossible to outrun. What had started as a release from my inner torment spiraled into an even deeper pit of despair. The alcohol, once a trusted friend, soon betrayed me, dragging me further into isolation, depression, and anxiety. It felt as though I were drowning in a void of hopelessness and sorrow.

As the years went by, I became increasingly withdrawn, retreating further from the world. I spent the last few years of my addiction in a haze, alone in my home, drinking myself into oblivion every single day. It was as if I were slowly eroding, piece by piece, but I couldn’t find a way to stop it. Looking back, I can hardly believe that person was me—the version of myself that was so entrenched in despair that the thought of recovery seemed utterly unimaginable. Ten years ago, I would have scoffed at the idea that I might one day write a book about the process of healing. In those dark moments, the very notion of healing felt like an unattainable dream. I was so deeply drowning in pain and hopelessness that I couldn’t fathom a life beyond the chaos of addiction.

To understand where my troubles began, we have to rewind to the turbulent years of my adolescence. My nana Donna, a wonderful woman and significant figure in my upbringing, passed away from ovarian cancer when I was twelve years old. It would be my first real experience losing someone I’d loved. Early adolescence, already tumultuous on its own, was made worse by grief, leading to the sobering realization: Everyone and everything I held dear were, in fact, fleeting and impermanent. This fear would set the tone for the next two decades, shaping my experiences and contributing to my mental health challenges. As a result, I would search for any distraction possible. Some of those distractions were healthy, such as reading, writing, painting, and playing music. Some were neutral, like immersing myself in movies and TV shows. And some were downright harmful, like ill-advised relationships, alcohol, and drugs. These challenges, compounded by my intense sensitivity—which I now understand as a hallmark of being an empath—became a weighty burden to bear. It has taken me many years to learn how to turn what felt like a curse into a blessing.

To deal with all these things, I self-medicated. My fear of death became so intense I couldn’t confess it, not even to myself, because I was terrified that I would manifest it with my words. Ironically, my inability to confront this fear led me to unintentionally push away the very people I feared losing—especially when addiction took over. A persistent, underlying sense of existential dread lingered in the recesses of my mind. There was a quiet yet constant reminder of life’s impermanence, a sobering truth that one day, I, and all those I held dear, would cease to exist. It was too much.

Fast-forward to my late twenties. At this point in my life, I’d had a few stabs at rehab, lots of AA, half a dozen sponsors that came and went, and plenty of relapses. Not to mention a few psychiatric diagnoses, two SSRI prescriptions, and a naltrexone prescription. During this time, I waited tables at a diner where I became fast friends with my coworker Jaquan who practiced Witchcraft and Hoodoo. Every day he would bring in books on plant magick and herbal medicine and together we’d flip through them and marvel over the folk traditions of those before us. Together we started going to the local park and graveyard after work, learning the names of the trees and identifying and picking herbs when we found them. Very much intrigued by everything I was learning with my friend, I decided to spend an unexpected windfall on an online herbalism course. Why I chose to do that instead of buying a case of top-shelf vodka will forever be a mystery to me. Perhaps my decision to sign up for this course was yet another way to distract myself from my challenges. To say that I was enthralled with the teachings would be an understatement. I devoured the information provided by the course. The Virgo moon in me loved jotting down the different information in color-coded notebooks—green for herb profiles, purple for astrological herbalism, blue for aromatherapy, and orange for therapeutic formulas and preparations. I bought as many books on herbalism and plants as I could find and spent hours flipping through them, highlighting, and putting together herbal monographs. I quickly became a frequent visitor to the local plant nursery. Those poor plants were blissfully unaware of their impending doom at the hands of a well-meaning but inexperienced gardener. Gardening, it turned out, was more involved than just sticking a seed in the soil and crossing your fingers—so back to the bookstore I went! Regardless of my immature green thumb, I had found my place, fitting seamlessly into the world of plants like a perfectly shaped puzzle piece. I knew I had found my purpose.

Eventually, my fear of death and loss slowly eased, and I have the Earth, her seasons, her plants, and the moon to thank for that. I’d witnessed the seasonal and lunar cycles many times, but once I really paid attention and meditated on such things, I saw them for what they are: beautiful reflections of what it means to live and die. I interpreted such duality as a reflection of the inherent light and shadow within all beings and things; by embracing and harmonizing these opposing forces, our lives might mirror the Earth and moon’s elegant balance. Perhaps, by following their examples, we might find ourselves living with greater ease. Watching the cyclical patterns of nature, a profound realization dawned on me: The preciousness of love and life is not in spite of, but because of, their ephemeral nature. In my home I built two altars—a full moon/life altar and a dark moon/death altar so that I would be reminded to meditate on and give gratitude to both during each moon cycle.

I was positively enchanted with all these new (and renewed) aspects of my life. I made nervine tinctures to help soothe my ravaged nervous system, calming herbal teas to aid me in my meditation practice, and I added flowers and herbs to baths to cleanse away stagnant energies and raise my vibrations. Eventually, after a good bit of trial and error, my little herb garden flourished with life. I spent hours beside it almost daily, tracing runes into the soil with my finger and, yes, singing and talking to my plants!

It was during this period that something incredible happened. My mental health was noticeably improving. Little by little I stopped needing alcohol, my desire to go to bars dwindled, and I stopped smoking cigarettes. I continued taking my daily SSRI’s and naltrexone, which actually made a big difference once alcohol was removed from the equation. My addiction morphed from something that was destroying me to something that was giving me life and nourishing my spirit. “God” assumed its original form as Nature, and my places of worship were once again forests and other outdoor spaces. What on earth was this new feeling taking over?! I was . . . content? Yes, I had reached the mystifying phase in sobriety known as the pink cloud, or pink cloud syndrome—a time in early sobriety when the recovering addict feels exhilarated and highly optimistic. It’s a beautiful time of confidence, hope, and rediscovery. It’s also a period that inevitably comes to an end sooner or later, and in its wake are all the feelings and traumas that alcohol and drugs were used to avoid in the first place. That’s right—time to confront and process every painful memory, every regrettable action, and every instance of abandonment and betrayal. Not to mention every feeling of guilt and shame, every self-destructive habit, and every harmful belief that has shaped life since birth. It was a mind-fuck to say the least.

With my addictions under control for many years now, I wake up every morning with hope and eagerness, rather than the hopelessness that I felt for so long. Life is better now, but it’s nowhere near perfect. While my anxiety and depression are largely under control, I have my moments—or hours or days—of mental chaos and melancholy. Such is life. There is no joy without sorrow and there is no light without shadow. It is in the depths of our sorrows and shadows that we forge the strength of our spirits. It is when we explore our shadows that we truly find our light.
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One need not be a chamber to be haunted. One need

not be a house. The brain has corridors . . .

EMILY DICKINSON




I hope I don’t sound too cynical, but I’ve never been a fan of the whole “love and light” and “good vibes only” culture. Don’t get me wrong—love, light, and positivity are wonderful; but they are only part of what it means to exist, to be a person. When I hear “good vibes only” what I’m really hearing is that my whole, complex self and complicated emotions are not acknowledged. Of course, there are situations where we must set aside our personal challenges—work being one example. We also would never want to go to a friend’s birthday party or a relative’s wedding, for instance, and disrupt the festive atmosphere with our personal tales of woe. But maybe before we put on our game face at work, we approach a manager or a trusted coworker and say, I’m struggling a bit right now, please bear with me. Maybe at the wedding we take a moment to confide in Nana and seek comfort in a hug.

There will inevitably be times when we are fresh out of good vibes and all we can muster is a half-assed fake smile. There will be days when we’re walking embodiments of sadness, cynicism, and darkness, especially if we’re suffering with things like loss, addiction, chronic illness, mental illness, or depression. As someone who has dabbled in four out of the five (I know, now I’m just bragging), I can tell you that a phrase like “good vibes only” earns itself the label of toxic positivity for a reason. Toxic positivity is when positive thinking and happy emotions are overly promoted and encouraged, even when they are not suitable or can be detrimental. Picture it: It’s two o’clock in the afternoon. You’ve been in bed all day, un-showered, still in your pajamas, and riddled with heavy depression. A friend stops by to kindly bring you lunch, sits down next to you on the bed and says, “Just try to think happy thoughts.” Despite their good intentions, you can’t help but feel irritated and think, Oh gee, why didn’t I think of that?! Thank you! All better now! Unless their advice comes with a puppy, it probably won’t have any positive effect on the situation.

In the pursuit of spiritual growth and overall wellness, it is vital to acknowledge that light and dark coexist within us and in the world around us. By solely focusing on the light and avoiding the dark, we limit our potential for growth and self-discovery and deny ourselves wholeness. Darkness and light share equal value. They depend on each other to exist. In today’s world, the word darkness is often associated with evil, fear, and negativity, but I believe the truth is far more neutral than that. In his book The Philosophy of Dark Paganism, author Frater Tenebris writes, “Dark and light are metaphors for internal and external” (2022, 24), which I find to be a perfectly succinct description. Within this book, I aim to help dismantle the overly simplistic notion that dark = bad. Embracing the darkness involves acknowledging and integrating the hidden aspects of ourselves that we may find uncomfortable or challenging in order to attain spiritual liberation.

This acknowledgement and integration are what we call shadow work. Within shadow work we strive to understand and accept our dark aspects, rather than trying to eradicate them. After all, just like the dark is not bad, neither is the shadow. They develop within each of us as mechanisms for survival. The ego mind safeguards its well-being by refusing to acknowledge thoughts or events that it finds intolerable. This ego function can be particularly helpful for individuals who have experienced abuse, as an example. In order to cope with the harshness of reality, they may employ one or more defense mechanisms, and we will delve into these shortly. As life goes on and such traumas remain unresolved, they silently influence one’s perspectives, beliefs, and intentions.

So how do we befriend the darkness within? First it is important to bear in mind that the behaviors that arise from the shadow reflect deeper, underlying problems. For example, if Jane steals her best friend Julia’s debit card and drains her checking account, Jane should not accept and befriend her thieving tendencies! This is not what befriending your darkness means. What Jane can do is make an honest effort to explore and understand the repressed feelings that cause her to want to steal in the first place. Maybe Jane envies Julia’s wealth or has been harboring resentment from a past argument between them. Maybe it has nothing to do with Julia, and Jane feels like the world owes her something or has an insatiable sense of greed. Once Jane understands what causes her to act out in such a way, she can dig even deeper into the “hows and whys.” Let’s say that the reason she stole the money is because she envies Julia’s wealth. Through shadow work, Jane comes to realize that her friend’s wealth invokes feelings of inferiority within her. Now Jane wants to understand why she feels inferior. As she continues her shadow work, she recalls that her father has always equated money and success with a person’s worth. On an unconscious level, Jane believes that if she can obtain more and more money, she will be a worthy individual in the eyes of others. With every realization, Jane can dig a little deeper until she gets to the very root of the issue, and once at the root, healing can begin. When we talk about embracing our dark aspects in shadow work, we are essentially exploring and acknowledging root causes, not accepting or justifying bad behaviors.

The term shadow, coined by psychologist Carl Jung, refers to the unconscious psyche where we store repressed and rejected elements of ourselves. As mentioned before, when the ego is unable to accept a conscious impulse, quality, or memory, it is renounced to the shadow where it will impact our lives indirectly and likely negatively, until we choose to address it. While many such shadow components are born of trauma, the shadow can also hide seemingly innocuous aspects of the self. For example, ten-year-old Maggie is riding along in her older brother’s car flipping through the radio stations, when she happens upon a song she likes. She turns up the volume and begins to joyfully sing along. At that moment her brother looks over at her and with a laugh, says “Eek, your singing sounds like fighting cats!” Maggie’s brother may have thought it was a harmless joke, but at that moment, she made the silent agreement that she has an unpleasant voice and should never sing in front of anyone again, and so she doesn’t. Singing now belongs to Maggie’s shadow. There is no villain or victim in this example, it’s simply one of the ways that aspects of the self are renounced to the shadow.

Another example is suppressed natural talent. A person who is inherently gifted in the arts may suppress their abilities during their formative years if their parents steer them toward the sciences and belittle the value of artistic pursuits. Imagine all the talents that women had to reject in themselves during the witch trial times! Traits like strong intuition, creativity, eccentricity, intellect, and knowledge of healing could condemn a woman as a witch and result in imprisonment, torture, death, or all three!

When something is perceived as undesirable, whether through explicit or implicit suggestion, it tends to scurry off into the deep dark depths of the psyche as we instinctively conceal it; especially when implied by someone we look up to or fear. This is a survival mechanism. We recognize, from a very young age, that to be accepted we must be agreeable. When we are children, we want to please our immediate caregivers. They are our models for how people should operate at home and out in the world. In adolescence we begin to pull away from caregivers and place more value on our peers. What we learn in these formative years, positive, negative, and neutral, has an inevitable impact on our adult lives. During these years our shadows grow larger, filling with all the parts of ourselves that we deem unworthy. This is necessary while growing up as we need to establish our egos. Into adulthood, however, the shadow tends to transform from helpful defense mechanisms to neuroses and unhealthy patterns. Ironically, the more we ignore and reject the shadow, the harder it pushes to make itself known. Carl Jung said a mere suppression of the shadow is just as little of a remedy as beheading in response to a headache (Pascal 1992, 126).

The shadow also speaks to us through dreams, making them a valuable entry point for shadow work, especially for individuals who can recall their dreams. If you typically cannot remember dreams, try keeping a notepad by your bedside and recording them as soon as you wake. Of course, the language of the unconscious mind is that of abstract symbolism, and thus can be viewed through other symbolic means, like astrology for instance. If you are a moon-centric practitioner, making note of the moon phase and sign can provide a lens through which to dissect the dream. I once spent a whole year documenting my dreams, matching them with the moon signs and moon mansions to aid in deciphering their meanings, and was fascinated by the patterns that became apparent. Numerology works here as well. You could also enhance your dream interpretation by selecting a card or rune each morning while it’s still fresh in your mind.

Just as the things that we suppress make their way into our dreams, they will inevitably make their way into our conscious lives as well, however indirectly. A very extreme example is the sex-abuse scandals within the Catholic church. These heinous acts were perpetrated by men who had taken vows of celibacy, leading to the suppression of their natural sexual impulses. Over time, these repressed desires grew into monstrous manifestations. I feel that this is a good place to firmly state that the shadow cannot be used to justify or excuse reprehensible behaviors. Recalling Jane and Julia, we spoke of befriending the darkness, not the symptomatic negative actions that Jane took against Julia. While we may have unconscious strings pulling us in this direction or that, we are still able to make conscious choices in response to impulses. Jane could have rejected her impulse to steal from her best friend. Priests could have rejected their impulses to commit unforgivable atrocities toward children. I once attended an AA meeting where the day’s topic of discussion was thought versus action. A woman present at the meeting revealed that a friend had confided in her about experiencing unwelcome racist thoughts. These thoughts were weighing him, causing him to feel shame and question who he really was as a person. The woman replied to his dilemma with “We should judge ourselves, not by our thoughts, but how we respond to them.” I really appreciated her concise answer, and I’ll never forget it. Every one of us experiences thoughts and even desires to behave in ways that contradict our values. It’s not the thoughts and desires that speak of who we are but rather, how we choose to confront those thoughts and urges.

It’s clear that a significant amount of pain is present in the shadow. Nearly everyone has experienced some level of trauma during their lives. Trauma is characterized by emotional shock that follows a stressful event, potentially accompanied by physical shock, and can sometimes result in long-term neuroses. Severe trauma affects our ability to regulate emotions and adapt to our environments. People with post-traumatic stress react to everyday situations as if the trauma is still present and ongoing. This is especially true for individuals who have experienced extreme violence, such as veterans of war, survivors of abuse, and those who have endured severe poverty, lived through natural disasters, or witnessed brutality. The effects of systemic violence, such as sexism, racism, homophobia, transphobia, and xenophobia, also leave deep scars, not only on individuals but on entire communities and societies. These kinds of traumas can cause lasting psychological and emotional damage, deeply affecting one’s sense of safety and well-being.

For many, PTSD leads to an overwhelming feeling of unsafety within their own bodies. When a person feels unsafe in their own skin, nowhere is safe. Being in a chronic state of alertness or hypervigilance means the body remains in a constant fight, flight, or freeze mode, always prepared for danger, even when none is present. Such a persistent state of heightened stress takes a significant toll on one’s health, leaving individuals feeling exhausted, anxious, and disconnected from the world around them. We rely on our intuition and instincts to make our way through the world, yet these essential inner guides become damaged and lost to us as a result of trauma.

So, how can someone create a sense of security and stability in a life that feels perpetually unstable? The answer is not simple or uniform, and each person’s path to healing and self-restoration will be unique. There is
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