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Introduction

Picture a beautiful small lake or pond. As you sit next to it your shoulders move down from your ears and your breath slows down as you relax. You can now feel the stones and sand beneath where you sit and you see the small sparkles on the surface of the water. You feel totally present in this moment.

In this present moment your perspective shifts. You can see the light and beauty of the world. Your personal troubles seem lessened; you feel like a part of the world, a part of something much larger than yourself.

This practice is mindfulness and it is an important and well-known meditation method.

Now picture yourself being able to gradually see beneath the surface of the water with increasing depth. Below the surface you start to see the pain you carry, the conflicts that still play out in your mind and in your heart.

When you look even deeper you contact the emotions that you have held within, the traumas that have not been resolved, and the words that have been left unsaid.

In each of our lives there have been situations that have caused us soul-level damage. We have made choices regarding who we are and how we carry ourselves in this world due to this damage. We see reality through a filter of this pain. We have defended and shielded ourselves against experiencing the same types of pain again.

As we peer beneath the surface of this water, what we carry within ourselves surfaces. What is unknown becomes known, and what has become lost along the way becomes clear.

As we gaze further and further under the surface, what we see changes. We can now see how we have shut ourselves down, abandoned parts of ourselves in order to fit into our families, communities, school systems, and society.

As we look within the shadowy depths of the water, we can see the basic conflicts of our existence. Feelings of inadequacy, of unworthiness, and of being unlovable come into our awareness.

An essential loneliness arises when we reach the bottom of this lake. We are each lonely souls in our own way. We feel disconnected from ourselves, from one another, from the earth and sky, and from the divine. We are disconnected from the feminine and the body, as well as from the emotional, creative, intuitive, instinctual, and soulful aspects of our being.

Looking under the surface of this lake is shadow work, which allows us to descend to the depths of our being. In traversing such depths, we regain our soul and become authentically aligned with our unique essence. Such work lets us strip away our pain, heal conflicts, and to recognize that we deserve love and regard simply for being human.

It is by accepting each and every part of ourselves, no matter how dark, that we develop the emotional intelligence and self-realization to totally and completely fall in love with ourselves and the world again. We are not alone, and never have been. Realizing this takes time, but the journey is well worth it.

Shadow work requires a certain amount of courage. On its surface it is quite simple—it requires us to see what isn’t working in our lives and to ask ourselves some basic questions. Answering these questions requires a type of radical honesty that is truly both life-changing and life-affirming.

Other parts of shadow work involve inwardly questioning our beliefs and understandings about ourselves and the world. When we are willing to question what we think and believe, an open mind will lead to an open heart.

Self-inquiry is a form of meditation that allows us to ask ourselves questions and to seek an honest response from deep within. It is the work of self-realization, and a large part of shadow work.

We can ask ourselves the same question many times and as more of our shadow comes into the light, our answers will change. We will recognize that seeing what is within ourselves, knowing our own pain and suffering, does not create more suffering. Suffering is created by what we push away, ignore, deny, and repress.

When we finally confront ourselves, we can see even the scariest or most alienated aspects of our being with compassion. It is by accepting even the darkest aspects of ourselves, by truly witnessing and feeling the suffering that we attempt to shove aside again and again, that we can be free from the fears and conflicts that define our existence.

The purpose of shadow work is not to become beings of light, but to revel in the dark. We can become a fully human being—accepting and allowing every aspect of ourselves to become a part of us again. Without our darkness we are only half a person, living a half-lived life. Our darkness is where our passions lie, where we can experience the beauty of our human bodies and take pleasure in our sensate experiences. By doing shadow work we can release the primal shame of the body and embrace ourselves exactly as we are.

Shadow work is one of the most direct paths to self-realization. It leads us to the end of conflict within the self, and gives us the ability to work through the suffering that we carry. If we only knew how much latent power we have, how much ability we have to change our mentalities, our whole way of being in the world could change. We experience ourselves as such limited beings because we have lost or given away so much of who we truly are. There is such freedom in recognizing and restoring our full vitality and possibility.

It is a paradox that exploring our depths and embracing our shadows allows us to find our light. We each have a unique essence; something we bring to the world that is solely ours. In this essence we find purpose and meaning which allows us to ultimately be of service to ourselves as well as others by finally being fully and completely ourselves.


Part 1

Meeting the Shadow
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One does not become enlightened by imagining figures of light, but by making the darkness conscious.

Until you make the unconscious conscious,
 it will direct your life and you will call it fate.

C.G. Jung
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Chapter 1

Understanding the Shadow

The shadow is most simply defined as what we do not know about ourselves. Our shadows are composed of all of the parts of ourselves that we have rejected, denied, or repressed. In psychological terms, we can refer to the shadow as the entirety of the subconscious: that which is dark, hidden, and not directly known by us.

The shadow is composed of all the parts of our personality that we have not integrated into our current self-concept—who we know ourselves to be. What we have made shadow can just as easily be our joy and enthusiasm for living as it can be our negative emotions, prior traumas, or the instinctual, animalistic parts of ourselves.

When we make something shadow, we cut it off from our conscious awareness. Parts of our personality become hidden to us. With this severing of ourselves comes a decrease in vitality: we suffer from this energy loss. This can result in a decrease in physical energy, or a lessened ability to experience joy and enthusiasm for life. It most often results in a feeling of something missing on a soul level and an understanding that we are not living our lives in a manner that is authentic to who we truly are or who we wish to be.

We cut off aspects of ourselves to appease our family, society, and the world. Poet Robert Bly called this “the long bag we drag behind us”—that bag filled with every single last bit of ourselves that we have learned is wrong, bad, or that we cannot show the world for fear of reprisal.

We learn to wear masks to hide who we truly are, because we find that parts of ourselves do not meet the approval of our parents or community. Our personal shadow is primarily composed of the parts of ourselves that we do not like to acknowledge because we view them as undesirable.

In our childhood home we form the baseline of our being. From the perspective of a child, our home is the entirety of the universe. We develop beliefs and understandings about what reality is, how it operates, and who we should be based on the beliefs, understandings, and behaviors of our parents or caregivers.

We are unable to consider that the few people we associate with in our childhood home do not represent the entirety of the world, and so we carry our early impressions out into the world as if they do. Many of us are stuck in patterns of infantile relating as adults, still living out the patterns and behaviors we learned in our childhood homes.

We all have a primal need to receive love and support from our parents. Our survival as a child depends on being nurtured and cared for properly. Other animals may be able to walk and receive nurturing in an independent way reasonably quickly but humans are totally dependent on their caregivers for extended periods of time.

In a healthy home, we would receive unconditional love, acceptance, and nurturing from our parents. That nurturing would be physical, emotional, and spiritual. We would receive proper nutrients and caring attention, we would feel safe in expressing our emotions openly, and we would feel wanted and cherished. The felt absence of one of these factors can dramatically impact how a child develops their basic understandings of reality. For example, a child who is neglected emotionally or physically can end up believing that nobody supports them in adulthood; they feel they cannot ask for help. A feeling of being unwanted, or not loved for who we are, can create an understanding that follows us throughout our lives that nobody wants us or loves us.

Additionally, in a healthy home our parents would offer us support and they would model healthy boundaries. Without a sense of safety or with parents who are emotionally dysregulated we will struggle to develop a healthy self-concept. We will not pass through the stages of childhood development in a way that would allow us to emerge as a confident, emotionally healthy adult. We cannot develop emotional intelligence if our parents do not model that same intelligence to us.

We learn how to be in the world based on the modeling of our mothers, fathers, or caregivers. They show us what is right, how to behave, and they imprint in us ideas regarding who we should be. We see their way of being in the world and mirror it. In doing this we cut off parts of our personality that do not resemble our parents. We assume that this modeling is what we should follow, and that other facets of our personality that are not shared by our parents are incorrect.

On a deeper level, we desire to be approved of and cared for; emulating a type of “sameness” as our parents ensures our basic survival. We are more likely to be taken care of if we synchronize with our parents’ personalities and moods.

Parents often have wishes and desires for who they want their children to be. This can be a mother wanting a daughter who dances ballet just like her, or a father wanting a daughter who is seen as adorable and praiseworthy in order for him to gain acceptance by proxy from others.

They will most significantly have an internal sense of morality, a sense of what is right and wrong, that drives their parenting. This can be quite explicit, such as raising their children in a specific religious or spiritual tradition. It may also involve telling a child who they will be when they grow up, for example repeatedly telling a child that they need to go into business just like their mother did.

This sense of right or wrong is most often demonstrated through punishments, admonitions, shaming, and “jokes” that are repeated throughout the childhood. For example, a big one while growing up for me was “children should be seen and not heard.” When parents tell their children this, they are teaching them to hide their exuberance, their curiosity, and their voice. In a naturally extroverted or talkative child this will turn into a larger shadow than it will in a naturally introverted or quiet child.

Through implicit or less obvious modeling we learn that parts of ourselves are not considered “good” enough by the parental figures and we make them shadow. For example, a child is born as a result of a brief relationship and his single father secretly hates the fact that his son resembles his ex-lover. The son learns that all of the parts of himself that resemble his birth mother are “bad” and so he makes them shadow.

A child with natural aptitude as an artist may grow up in a family of fellow artists. She would not need to make her artistic talent shadow; in fact, it is likely to thrive with the support of her family. Or she might grow up in a family of scientists who are more than willing to love and nurture her artistic talent. However, she may grow up in a family of engineers where she learns either explicitly or implicitly that being an artist is “bad” because it is dissimilar to the rest of the family.

A child who is different from her parents in personality or interests will make more parts of herself shadow. This may happen through outright punishment or shaming, or it may come from seeking approval on a subtler level. The child may completely cut off her artistic ability, only allowing herself as an adult to express her interest in art by watching reality shows about other creatives and vicariously experiencing that part of herself. She more likely will find herself as an adult stuck and struggling to find her artistic voice and expression. She may envision several art projects that she can simply never get started. This is because inwardly she feels conflicted about accepting and acting on her talent because to do so would go against the programming she received as a child that that part of her was “wrong.” Or she will encounter her creativity differently, perhaps through cooking, an activity that society and her parents consider more appropriate.

More commonly we learn what is considered “good” based on our parents’ understanding of normality. Everything our parents tell us to do—from what types of toys we should play with, to what we should wear, to how we should behave when company is around—creates an impression on us. We sever off the “bad” parts of ourselves in order to gain approval and acceptance and be considered “good” by our parents.

By the end of our childhoods, we are left with a faint sliver of who we once were. We have made large parts of ourselves shadow. Our need to receive love and approval is so significant that as children we lack the consciousness to consider if what our parents think of as “good” is really something that we agree with and want to take on as our own value system.

As adults we have the capacity to clearly see what sort of patterning occurred in our childhood home and we can learn how to react and heal in our adult capacity. From an adult perspective we can realize that no part of us was ever “bad” or “wrong” and we can reintegrate the parts of ourselves that we once needed to make shadow in order to survive.

The Longer Bag

When we are growing up the dominant aspects of our personality emerge. These become fixed. If you were to ask friends to describe you in three words, they will likely name the known and fixed aspects of your personality.

Over time we learn that these fixed aspects are who we are. We make them dominant, care for them, attend to them, and make other aspects of our personality shadow. For example, a teenager has a natural aptitude for English and reading. Her mother was a teacher and so her mother encourages these interests and prods her to be a teacher exactly like her. But this teenager is also interested in math, unlike her mother. The mother gently discourages this interest, even making fun of her daughter for wanting to join a math club.

While the daughter’s interest in literature is always more apparent, her interest in math is also a part of her. Over time she learns to make the math part of herself shadow so as to make the literature part of herself more dominant and fixed. Now when people think of her as an adult, they think of her as “literary” and they do not see the math parts of her at all.

We all have parts of ourselves that are more dominant than others. In doing shadow work, we can reclaim the different parts of ourselves, and we can also discover new ones. Simply because a man was never an athlete as a child does not mean that he cannot go to the gym as an adult. Joining a gym would allow a large part of himself—the archetypal athlete—to become an acknowledged part even though previously he didn’t identify with any sort of physical exercise.

Usually our ideas around ourselves are so fixated on a small spectrum of who we are that we deny other aspects of self. This is because in our self-concept we find it difficult to consider that we can be both a librarian who enjoys cats and reading books on a rainy Saturday as well as a woman who loves dancing at a loud club on a Sunday.

We truly know only a small portion of our possibility as human beings. We have been told who we are from our parents, our community, and the world. We have been shown what is possible through our schools and how we see others live.

We start to become defined by labels at such an early age; what we excel in, what we are not good at become fixed parts of our personality that constrict our way of being for the rest of our lives. We learn to fear the unknown, the Other, and so gradually we distance ourselves from anything that we have defined as “not-me.” For example, “I am good at art and not good at math, so I do not bother to learn anything about finances or accounting.”

This gets more complicated as we further contend with the shadow. For example, if a father is a doctor, he wants his children to also be doctors, despite their aptitude or interest. This has an even more complicated shadow, as the role of “doctor” can be considered socially and culturally successful. So a child deciding to become a teacher or a musician instead of a doctor may have to deal with both family and cultural shadows that define their chosen career as not being worthwhile.

We are also taught from an early age to perpetuate a state of separation from those we define as Other. As a child we rarely consider the Other and see little division between people. But as we grow and learn from our parents, communities, and schools, we learn to separate and hate others based on our differences. As we will cover in later chapters, these separations are projections of inner divisions. By reintegrating them into ourselves we can see the humanity in others, rather than what separates us.

Some of what is shadow can be considered “shadows of light.” These are the parts of ourselves like our beauty, ingenuity, and charisma that we have hidden. They may also be a part of our shadow because we never expressed them as a conscious part of our personality. Shadow work allows us to embrace all parts of ourselves—the light and the dark.

Many of us attend school at the age of six, where we learn more rules, adopt more models to follow, and are given more opportunities to see what is wrong, inappropriate, or must be denied for us to fit in, and thus, to survive.

As we become teenagers our modeling moves to our peers and what they consider right and wrong. We become immersed in societal, cultural, and larger mythic models (movies, television, news, social media) which also model to us who we should be and what qualities are most desirable.

We also experience trauma, which causes survival mechanisms and biological impulses to kick in. We then erect a series of ego-based defenses so that we do not experience that trauma again. Beliefs emerge as a result of the trauma—beliefs about ourselves and the nature of the world. Who we are and what we know about the world is filtered through the lens of that trauma. We make shadow the parts of ourselves that are overwhelmed and that lack the proper resources to deal with the trauma.

Over time our wholeness, our radiance, gets cut down more and more. Our shadows grow larger and larger. We lose our vitality and our enthusiasm for life. We lose access to who we truly are, because who we truly are is our uniqueness, those divine attributes and the sum of our personal history that flow through us and allow us to bring something different to the world.

Our models teach us to prize sameness. Our schools in particular do this, but many parents worry about wanting their child to have a “normal” childhood. This concept of normalcy will most often be defined and imposed by parents and educational institutions, instead of what would actually be considered healthy for the individual child’s needs.

On a more complex level, we come into this world with aspects of ourselves already shadow. Our ancestors experienced trauma just as we did; we carry this unhealed trauma within ourselves and live it out in our present lives. We can also experience trauma or lack of connection with our mothers in utero, or experience trauma in past lives. We enter the world with aspects of ourselves already dulled or cut off.

Additionally, when and where we are born makes a huge energetic impact on who we are and what we make shadow. Consider someone born in the midst of a World War—imagine the fear and pain and difficulty of that and the parts of themselves that may become shadow as a result. Out of fear and pain and struggle we have to cast aspects of ourselves aside simply to survive, to make it through.

Robert Bly says that we spend our lives until about age twenty putting things into “the long bag we carry behind us” (making them shadow) and that we then spend the rest of our lives attempting to pull them back out again.

As adults we often think of ourselves as being incapable of change. There is an irony to this as who we are is continually in a process of change; we just may not be aware of it. As we grow older, our ideas about ourselves and what life is become more fixed. At any age we can recognize that many aspects of ourselves that we thought of as our personality are actually derived from trauma and social conditioning. They are who we needed to be to ensure our survival. Yet we can discover, as philosopher Alan Watts did, that “we are under no obligation to be the same person we were five minutes ago.”

Emotions and the Shadow

When we do not fully experience our emotions, we become cut off from them and they become shadow. They become rulers over us; over time they create a backlog in our body. They also become magnified and distorted. When we experience anger, we no longer only experience righteous anger (justified anger in the present moment) but all of the anger that lies unprocessed and unheard within ourselves. It is typical for us to have storehouses of unresolved past emotions buried within.

For those with particularly large shadows, looking within causes a tsunami of unprocessed emotions. When we are completely separated from our shadows, we are unable to talk about or acknowledge any of our emotions.

We live in a society that is slowly grappling with emotional intelligence and the ability to consciously know what we are experiencing. Picture yourself as a clear blue sky, and emotions as weather patterns passing through. By facing our emotions, we can recognize that no matter the weather, it will change in time.

Until we learn to face our emotions, we allow them to rule over us—and they are often such cruel rulers. We often get stuck in emotional patterns that result from unhealed parts of ourselves and unprocessed emotions. By allowing ourselves to feel, we can embody every single emotion. Any negative emotions can be fully felt safely and with the understanding that no emotion that we carry is bad. It is—or was—an entirely appropriate emotion to feel.

When we truly allow ourselves to feel, we come more fully into our bodies. We come more into our light, our joy, and a place of love for ourselves and others. Emotions can simply flow through us. There is a paradox in knowing that the depths of our sorrow reveal the greatest feelings of love. Eventually we find that our anger and hatred—once embraced—reveal joy and happiness. We cannot embody our light until we know our darkness. It is only through knowing the dark side of our emotionality that we can find the light.

Shadow work is the process of reintegrating the parts of ourselves that were lost or cut off from our self-concept. In our work with the shadow, it is important to understand that our shadows contain both darkness and light, positivity and negativity. Darkness contains the nurturing wisdom of the body. Our shadows have their own innate intelligence. Shadows are not “bad” or “evil”; they are simply facets of ourselves that have not yet experienced the light of conscious awareness.

In addition to our personal shadows, we also have collective shadows. Our personal shadows are composed of the parts of ourselves that we have cut off from our consciousness in order to gain the approval, acceptance, and love of our families and society. Our collective shadows (discussed further in later chapters) contain the shadows of the world: those of our communities, religious/spiritual traditions, collective history, and the sum of many individual shadows coming together.

Working through the personal and collective shadows, we find our instinctual responses. When we have taken back all of our personal and collective shadows, we find ourselves in direct contact with the drives and responses that give us our power, pleasure, and full potentiality as human beings.

 Our shadows, once fully integrated, are our humanity. To discover our darkness is to become fully and completely human, to come into our bodies, our senses, and know our soul. To discover our light is to find our joy, beauty, and enthusiasm for living. When our darkness and light combine, they form the “dark light” of a fully realized human being.

The power of shadow work is that it involves many layers of healing. At first, we take back the parts of ourselves that have been lost to us. By doing so we become more and more of who we truly are. We then discover that our emotions are something that can be deeply felt, and when we feel even the darkest of emotions, joy and enthusiasm for living emerge. We can then move to the deepest layer of reclaiming our shadow, when our shadows have become a part of us wholly. This is a reclaiming of our instinctual selves, of our bodies, and of the power and life force that we have separated from by denying the dark half of ourselves.

When we begin shadow work we are bringing our shadows out into the light: examining them, understanding them, and integrating them into our self-concept. It is through doing so that we can eventually get to a point where we are totally comfortable in the dark. By embodying our darkness we can connect with our intuition, creativity, and passion. Eventually shadow work leads to an ability to simply live our lives and to accept all that is. Our darkness can remain as is, and we can remain as we are, instead of continually needing to be understood, changed, or fixed. We no longer need to be special, superior, or inferior. We can simply be an imperfect human, worthy of being loved and accepted exactly as we are.

The end result of shadow work is like being at the bottom of the ocean, feeling the comforting stillness and darkness that is present there. From the bottom of the ocean, we can experience ourselves as the entirety of the ocean, including the surface waves and currents. We do not become separate from our emotions or any other part of ourselves. We simply experience them from a different vantage point. We see others as a part of ourselves, and a part of that same ocean, instead of viewing anyone or anything as separate or other. When we can anchor into our bodies, truly accepting (and forgiving) ourselves for being human, and thus imperfect, we can let go of shadow work, and in fact any type of seeking, and simply live our lives. This is the possibility, and beauty, of fully integrating our shadow.

On this deeper level, working with the shadow means contending with the fact that we have energetically split our head from our body, prizing the mind and its logic. The physical body is the domain of feeling, of knowing, of intuition, and of Eros. All that is life affirming is contained within the physical form.

Shadow work is a process of re-engaging with the dismissed body, emotions, and parts of self to see ourselves as both darkness and light. If we are living only in the light, we are living a half-life, if that. If we are living only in the darkness, we lose sight of hope and meaning. It is by marrying the darkness and the light within ourselves that we become a fully realized human being.

Hidden in our shadows is the vitality and vibrancy of soul that many of us have not experienced since childhood, if ever. To once again see ourselves and the world as filled with magic and vibrancy is the greatest gift of shadow work. Ultimately our shadows grant us greater and greater freedom to simply be as we are. Shadow work removes the armor that we have put on, releases the masks that we wear, and connects us back to our bodies and to the world.
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Chapter 2

The Self and the Ego

To truly understand how the shadow works we first need to understand our goal. The Self is who we are in our wholeness; it is the result of a fully integrated shadow. Most of us are not there yet but we have an awareness of what that Self might be. We might experience faint glimmers of it when we feel truly alive and in the moment. We might also feel a sense of emptiness and longing for who we truly are.

Through shadow work we can directly remedy this emptiness by doing two things: by seeing the parts of ourselves that we have projected onto the world and onto others, and by engaging in the individuation process. When we take back our projections we reclaim all of the shadow part of ourselves that we have lost. Through individuation we discover what we think, feel, and want for ourselves, separately from what others think and want for us. We learn to hear our own inner callings and to know fully who we are as a person.

When the Self has taken back all of its projections from the outer world and has completed the process of individuation, we no longer seek approval and love outside ourselves in order to feel okay inside. We know who we are, what we like, and what we think (separate from what our families, society, popular culture, and the media want us to think). In others, we see humanity rather than feeling competition, jealousy, or hatred.

This state can be considered the end of inner division. Most of us have inner wars waging continually. These are conflicts within the self; basic divisions within us that have yet to find healing. This is often portrayed in popular culture as our inner angel sitting on one shoulder and our inner devil sitting on the other. Or we might think of it as our inner critic (the part of us that is continually criticizing, bullying, and talking down to us) battling the part of us that is compassionate and kind towards ourselves.

Most of the time there is more nuance than this, as we have a variety of inner struggles that we may not see with clarity. They may not have clear direction, an obvious solution, or anything that can be strictly divided into “good” or “bad.” They are conflicts that emerge because there is no clear right or wrong. These “this or that” divisions within ourselves make up the bulk of what separates us from the Self.

Understanding the Ego

To understand the shadow, we also need to understand how the ego operates. While there are many differing discussions regarding what the ego is, for the purposes of shadow work the ego is considered the operating system of the mind. It is not bad, or something to be gotten rid of. It is like a computer program, calibrating our reality.

Our ego works with material in our consciousness to organize the conceptual framework for our reality. Anything shadow, or cut off, will not be part of this organized reality.

We see our reality through a series of filters. If we did not have this filtering system, we would be continually overloaded with stimuli. Our ego’s role is to organize and offer us reality as we know it. Its primary focus is to keep reality stable. This function is similar to how the immune system works in our bodies: it lets in what is known and rejects what is unknown in order to maintain a state of stability and health.

We can also call this the ego-mind— in this sense ego and mind are synonymous—and its function is to operate based on what is already known to us. We are inundated with so much information (sensation, emotions, data) every day that we need to process in some way or another. The ego-mind does this, creating files and folders so that it doesn’t need to expend time and energy on what we already know.

Our commute to work may be so familiar to us that we no longer need to consciously think about it. It is an automatic habit; we have done it so many times that it is routine. This becomes problematic when we consider habits that are deeply ingrained to the point that they can lead us to get stuck in a rut, or even become self-destructive.

If every time you feel sad and lonely you eat a bag of cookies, that established “program” may offer you temporary relief but fail to provide any long-term solution. It may also be ingrained to the point of becoming automatic. Put more simply, you may find yourself reaching for that bag of cookies every time you need to feel safe and nurtured without realizing you are doing it.

On a larger level, our ego’s filing system may reject or ignore what is not already known to it. The ego-mind protects us by keeping out threats—anything that is unknown or does not fit into its already established program. This results in dehumanizing other people, or not allowing ourselves to consider new information outside of what is already known by us to be “truth.”

We need a strong, healthy, and flexible ego. A stable one that has a solid handle on reality but that can also allow in new information and integrate it.

The healthy ego-mind provides flexibility, evolution, and a true knowing of Self. It does this from the innate understanding that in order to keep a boundary (our individual sense of self) strong and safe, we need resilience. This only comes with some degree of flexibility and ability to adapt to the reality of new conditions. Think of how a strong stable tree also has the flexibility to bend in the wind. If our egos are too static, they defend themselves more fiercely against what is considered Other or unknown.

Our egos can be quite small, only allowing in a fraction of reality. They also can be a healthy bubble that surrounds us, allowing us to see more of reality but still retain an individual sense of identity. Those who lack ego integrity will not have this bubble, and they will have difficulty differentiating their individual personality from their environment (and the people in that environment). Those who have a large, inflexible bubble around them are those who we commonly refer to as having a “big ego.” They are typically individuals who believe that the world is centered around them and who think that their opinions and insights matter more than those of others.

If our egos are healthy, they undergo a variety of stages of growth and easily assimilate new information. This largely occurs when we are young; when we are younger our minds are more open. As we are educated our minds are more willing to take in the insights of others. As we grow older, we become entrenched in habits. We have interfaced with the world, our families, our communities, and popular culture to the extent that we have developed a more static understanding of reality.

The ego-mind has several purposes in its organization. First, it provides a clear framework for what reality is. Second, it develops our individual identity. These are both created out of the stories and beliefs we are told about the world and about who we need to become to survive in the world. What we have made shadow, or do not know about ourselves, creates an absence around which our ego-mind organizes itself. For example, if we have cut off joy in our childhood because our parents told us that we were “too much too often,” we will no longer consider ourselves as being joyous in adulthood. We are also unlikely to see the joy present in the world. When we do shadow work, our egos can change and shift to reorganize around a reality in which we can see the joy in ourselves as well as the joy in the world again.

Ego Death

We like to think of ourselves as static beings, but really, we are always in a state of flow. We experience small changes to our ego-mind in each moment of our lives. The ego is never “destroyed” but does experience a death-rebirth cycle. This is only a temporary reorganization wherein integration and reorientation to a new homeostasis occurs.

Our ego can experience small momentary changes of life without any issues—for example, we decide to turn left instead of right on a street, or we decide to have an egg for breakfast instead of our usual cereal. These small fluctuations rarely change our self-concept, so we largely remain unaware of them.

We also have experiences that result in moderate or larger changes in our ego’s operating system. Throughout our lives we experience many ego “deaths”: these are changes in our operating system and subsequent identity, that are large enough for us to notice them. We may even struggle with them.

If we consider our lives to be a book, a small ego death may be like going from one word to the next. This is unlikely to be noticed or reacted to. It can be integrated without issues. We then move on from one sentence to the next. Depending on how stable our egos are, this may result in a reaction, or it may not. It may simply be incorporated into a healthy ego system with no issues. We then move on to another chapter, or even to another section of the book. These larger experiences result in an ego death that we often struggle with.

When we have experiences that show us how little control we have, they result in an ego death. This is a perspective shift in which we experience an alteration of our relationship to ourselves and to the world. These shifts typically happen at the larger junctions of life: birth, sex, death, divorce, marriage, moving, and transition from one phase of our life to another (such as from adolescence to adulthood).

The phrase “dark night of the soul” was first coined by St. John of the Cross. It describes a period of lost faith, disorientation, and darkness. In this darkness, he recognized that there is profound ability for growth. It is not in the daylight and what is known and orderly that we take our greatest leaps of faith; it is when we feel the Earth fall from beneath our feet and we no longer know what to believe or how to operate. Consider this to be like the ego updating to a new operating system—it will be down for a bit while it is rebooting. This period can create confusion, depression, and disorientation for people unless they are aware of what is occurring.

It is typical for people to experience a large ego death when their ordinary everyday awareness and habitual routines become interrupted. A focus on larger and more primary needs is necessary. Some good examples of this are a cancer diagnosis, the death of a loved one, or the birth of a child. All of these experiences expand our perspective and engender a new way of being.

Sometimes perspective shifts can be temporary. We can have an incredible vacation that vastly changes our perspective of the world and of ourselves and then go back home to our routines. Our ego-mind goes back to the safety of its prior baseline.

Sometimes individuals get stuck in ego death because they do not recognize that it is a metaphorical death, rather than a literal one. A part of themselves that they previously knew, a belief that they once held, or the way that they once saw the world has died. This creates a liminal space in which it is easy to become stagnant. We can get stuck between one doorway and the next, between one way of being and another.

We are many things at once, all at different places. We are at once a child self and an adult self, a part of us still with our ancestors and genetic history, a part fully in the present moment and many parts of ourselves still stuck in the past. To fully move forward and recalibrate requires grieving for the former self and allowing for that self to fully die. In this way, we can move out of the past and our stagnant liminal spaces and fully move on to a new chapter of our lives.

Ego Inflation

It is incredibly common for the ego to become inflated. This is a simple defense mechanism that shields us from knowing more than the ego is ready to become aware of.

Every teacher, practitioner, and customer-service professional has met plenty of people who suffer from ego inflation. They believe that they are better than you, or know more than you, even though evidence may prove entirely contrary to this fact. The first way that ego inflation presents is a situation in which someone has so little information that they simply do not know what they do not know.

There certainly can be an inner well of inferiority and self-hatred that creates the need to pretend to be superior. However, much of ego inflation stems from common ignorance—someone lacks awareness of the limitations of their knowledge. They construct a shield, a defense system, to deflect any information that may threaten to reveal what they do not know.

For example, Elizabeth reads a book that includes words and insights that are outside of her current knowledge. A person with a healthy ego might look up the meaning of the words or research the concepts in order to understand them better. Since she has an inflated ego, she writes a review talking about how stupid and awful the author is (basic projection), and for good measure, she adds a bunch of slurs defaming the author. Her ego is preventing her from feeling inner negative feelings regarding herself or from grappling with new concepts that would threaten her ego. Instead, she pushes all of the self-hatred that arises within her onto the author. This way, the author is the villain, and she remains the victim. This allows for her ego to remain “as is.”

Another example is Vinnie, an architect who is told by his boss that his design for a home needs work. Instead of accepting the criticism and asking his boss how he can improve, he reacts from a place of inflated ego. He thinks that his unique genius is never understood. He then goes home and vents to his wife about how terrible his boss is and how under-appreciated he feels.

In some individuals there may be an open door (see Chapter Five, Helpful Tools) but in others the ego has created a solid defense mechanism that shields it from ever being able to interface with any information that would create change. It frequently uses a victim complex to do this.

The Buddhist teacher Chögyam Trungpa’s work on spiritual materialism points to this phenomenon quite well. He states: “The ego can convert anything to its own use, even spirituality. Ego is constantly attempting to acquire and apply the teachings of spirituality for its own benefit. The teachings are treated as an external thing . . . a philosophy we try to imitate. We do not actually want to identify with or become the teachings. We go through the motions, make the appropriate gestures, but we really do not want to sacrifice any part of our life. We become skillful actors, and while playing deaf and dumb to the real meanings, we find some comfort in pretending to follow the path.”

While this is easy to point out in others on spiritual and religious paths, it can happen within any role. When I worked as a bartender, we looked down on the bartenders at a neighboring bar. They largely served beer and we had cocktails and served better food. We can develop an inflated ego as a result of our material possessions, beauty products, social media likes or followers, careers, vacations, relationships. We can have an inflated ego regarding our role as mother, father, student, teacher, or employee. For this inflation to subside and for the ego to come into a healthier state we need to examine why our ego “hooks in” to that feeling of superiority.

Spiritual Bypass

It is quite easy to utilize spiritual concepts to look away from the body and the world. The concept of “spiritual bypass” was first introduced by John Welwood, a psychologist who noted that meditation and other practices can be used to avoid facing our unresolved pain and difficulties. Spiritual practices should allow us to develop tools to live our lives more fully and to ground ourselves in our bodies. If a person is not doing this and they are instead using spirituality as an escape from reality, it is spiritual bypassing.

Common popular methods of spiritual bypassing include telling ourselves that we should be beyond emotions, such as anger. Another is believing that we are enlightened, superior, or different in some way, in order to avoid dealing with our insecurities and other personal issues.

This can be seen frequently when people believe that they are somehow responsible for their pain or disease. An understanding that “only people of a certain vibration” can get sick, means by definition that the “higher vibration” person is morally superior to the person who becomes ill. The person in pain or dealing with trauma is never “good enough” as long as they struggle with physical or mental pain.

Such simplistic beliefs create a lack of basic empathy. These feelings regarding superiority emerge from fear and an understandable desire for simplicity, order, and control. When we fully integrate with our shadows, we can understand the chaos of existence: good people who do everything “right” get sick, morally bankrupt people get rich, and people without talent get record deals.

Spiritual bypassing allows us to separate from our shadows and avoid dealing with the nuance of existence. We may believe that we have much more control over our bodies and our lives than we truly do. Sometimes suffering is simply unfortunate, and to accept this brings grace in the pain of existence. To move beyond simplistic cause and effect is to experience nuance and the grey area of reality in which all of us live.

Habits

Our brains are like roads. Over time we pave paths because we regularly utilize them: it is a road we have gone down again and again. Following the paved road means continually making the same decisions and taking the same actions in our lives. Often we follow the roads paved by our wounds rather than roads that would be healthy or helpful for us. Out of habit we move in the direction of imbalance. Over time it becomes much easier for us to follow the paved road than to forge a new one.

In shadow work it is helpful to recognize that our minds follow paved roads out of habit. We may be miserable or understand that our choices and attitudes towards life are not helpful to us, but we know what to expect on that paved road. Over time other roads darken and disappear entirely if we are too strict in following our routines.

Shadow work creates the capacity to have more options available to us in our lives. Having many roads open allows us to create change in our lives and to choose what is best for us. In time we may find that a side road becomes a main road. We may also find that a super-highway has been traveled so many times that we know exactly where that road ends and so we decide to choose another option.

Sometimes people have found tremendous healing within themselves but have not broken their old habits. We can develop good self-esteem, self-worth, and freedom from childhood patterns but we may still treat ourselves poorly out of habit. Knowing that we can change our habits and create new roads in our brains and lives gives us permission to change. We can also offer ourselves the grace to realize that new habits take time to develop. A road is not paved in a single day. Simple and small changes in habits done regularly can help us to pave new roads and move away from habitual behaviors that are creating harm.

The Princess and the Dragon

We do not grow absolutely, chronologically. We grow
 sometimes in one dimension, and not in another; unevenly.
 We grow partially. We are relative. We are mature in one
 realm, childish in another. The past, present and future mingle
 and pull us backward, forward, or fix us in the present.
 We are made up of layers, cells, constellations.

Anaïs Nin

We like to think of ourselves as one cohesive, congruent being, but we are really composed of parts. Some parts of our personality are stronger or more dominant than others. We can be many things at once. A quiet, demure, and apologetic aspect of ourselves and a raging vendetta aspect of ourselves can create a war within—or at least a great deal of confusion.

We can be one person to a friend and an entirely different person to our parents or our lover. A child might inherit an intensity of personality from one parent and the fragility of temperament from another. All of these sides live within each of us. Ideally they are congruent, or get along. But often they may be at odds with one another, or have different needs and agendas.

To do shadow work is to come to peace with the fact that we are many things at once. We learn to embrace all aspects of ourselves, rather than deny the parts of our personality that we deem personally or socially unfortunate. Each part of ourselves that we do not love and accept becomes an enemy to us. To know ourselves in our totality, to embrace our dichotomies, allows us to choose how we live our lives and who we want to be. If we embrace our warrior and our peacemaker, making peace becomes a choice. Without embracing our warrior, being a peacemaker turns into being an unwilling doormat. We are unable to choose peace unless we can also choose violence or war.

It is the strongest in us that can be vulnerable, and the most secure in us that
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