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A Note to the Reader

The lives of Kenny and Radha are shared in this book. Each agreed to share their stories of transformation, opening their lives to you so that their struggles, pain, suffering and triumphs might be of some help, guidance, or even inspiration to you. It is for them, a gift they wish to give to others. 

Each was willing to divulge not only their victories and accomplishments but also their raw, private, and most humbling moments. My request to the reader is that you respond to the details of their stories with a gentle recognition that it is difficult to recount with perfection the details of one’s life across a fifteen-year (and more) period. It is my hope that as recipients of their story, we offer them a bit of forgiveness should they have imperfections in their memory shared within this book. In an effort to protect privacy, many of the two interviewees’ friends, family, and colleagues have been assigned pseudonyms. 

Although I spent years interviewing, checking story details, and rechecking again, it is entirely within the realm of human error that they or I might have misunderstood or mistranslated a situation or person along the way or remembered the words spoken or timing of a circumstance incorrectly. In short, this is a note to let you know that Kenny, Radha, and I have worked altruistically towards the greater good, to recount in earnest, the details and experiences of their lives.




Preface

In 1991, I had an epiphany while leading backpacking trips for teenagers in the Rocky Mountain wilderness. During one of those trips, I was with a group hiking along a mountain ridge at about 10,500 feet when I unexpectedly experienced what exists both beyond us and deeply within us. Drunk only on the grandeur of the majestic slopes that soared into panoramic vistas in all directions, I expanded into a different state of consciousness. I distinctly remember becoming all that I could see—and not see—and I was introduced to God itself. No longer limited by any form, I became immersed in the kind of love I had read about in the stories of people who had died and lived to tell about it. It’s a love that would make the hardest of hearts weep. I felt the molecules of my body and all that exists in the entire universe as one. It was easy to understand how I could exist in many different locations simultaneously. I became—as opposed to felt like—a rock, tree bark, a cloud, stardust, and countless other things, named and unnamed. Although I have vague memories of feeling tears streaming down my face, I did not experience an emotion, nor could I see the landscape with my physical eyes or feel my body as “I” continued to walk. It was as though my body was on autopilot while I was very much outside of and distant from my body. I experienced the magnificence of our true nature.

A little while later, we were heading down from the heights of the ridge when I felt my spirit reenter my body. As this occurred, I saw dark clouds coming toward our group and forming around the mountain range, promising a good soaking. We had endured eight solid days of rain, and I was tired of being wet. Unhesitatingly, I knew—without knowing—that all I needed to do was to move the clouds (which were me) so they wouldn’t rain on our group. This idea seemed perfectly normal at the time; it was as easy as moving my elbow. The clouds circled around us and did not rain on us. Instead, rainbows formed nearby as we continued our descent into the valley below. The response of the clouds brought me back to my normal senses. My knees nearly buckled as I felt and understood the immensity of what I was experiencing for the first time. With each step down the mountain I sank more deeply back into my body and became completely overtaken emotionally by the infinite love, knowledge, and power that exist inside and all around us at all times. 

The experience left me with a visceral and cognitive memory of the vast consciousness, compassion, and interconnectedness of the universe, which continues to inform my daily life. Because of this event, I know rather than believe that we live in a benevolent cosmos in which nothing is separate, and each atom holds the knowledge of the whole. 

For years, I said very little about what had happened to me, but in private I pored over books related to the topic and pondered expert perspectives on transformation and mystical experience. I discovered that what happened to me in 1991 is well described by scholars and spiritual leaders. I found the work of respected Canadian psychiatrist Richard Maurice Bucke particularly helpful. He was one of the first Westerners to study experiences similar to mine, and his writing gave me the language to make sense of what I had endured and validation that my experience was indeed real. I also found solace in the Indian teacher Krishnamurti’s poetic description of his mystical experience by a pepper tree, where he “could feel the wind passing through the tree, and the little ant on the blade of grass I could feel. The birds, the dust, and the very noise were a part of me.… I was in everything, or rather everything was in me, inanimate and animate, the mountain, the worm, and all breathing things” (Lutyens 1997, 158).

In the weeks, months, and years after my out-of-body experience, I remained, in an everyday sense, relatively unchanged. I was the same Suzy I had always been—slightly nerdy, a bit awkward, professionally passionate, and energetic. After the awe of having endured the event subsided, I found myself stuck in familiar, limiting patterns of behavior and thinking. I lingered in the clutches of self-defeating beliefs: I’m not good enough. Not very many people like me. I can’t earn a higher salary because I lack the required abilities and I can’t gain people’s respect. I’m not smart, politically savvy, or quick enough.

This is not to say I didn’t perceive a slight improvement in my character or feel deeply moved at my core. But feeling transformed is not the same as being thoroughly altered. Nonhuman examples help illuminate the dramatic requirements of transformation, such as when a pleasant neighborhood becomes a pile of rubble after a tornado or a seed metamorphoses into an oak tree. 

About a decade after my experience in the mountains, my insatiable curiosity led me to wonder: what do I do now? Something was missing from all I had read and heard. I remained preoccupied with the question of why I had experienced departure, initiation, and return—the three stages of the classic hero’s journey—without being truly transformed. It wasn’t until I decided to go to graduate school that this line of inquiry congealed into the most important question of my life: how do we integrate a transformative experience into daily life—if at all?

With my mind ignited, I set out to study this question formally, through a doctoral dissertation.

Founding Ideas

One way we can understand a life-changing event is by viewing it as an initiation. Initiation is a process that cultures use to accept new members into a group or to prepare members to change their social status. In a contemporary setting, we might label a life-changing event as somewhat initiatory if the experience involved going through the ritual of joining a religion, the hiring processes of a large corporation, or the social hurdles of joining a special-interest group. This type of initiation is led by leaders whom the group has chosen as knowledgeable and capable of guiding newcomers.

Ancient cultures also viewed spectacular acts of God, such as being struck by lightning three times and surviving, as initiatory. In this situation the divine endows the individual with new knowledge, experiences, and abilities, thereby initiating them into a higher social status that requires being more responsible to the whole. Initiation is human-led or divinely led transformation. For this reason, studying initiation became very important to me.

During my graduate studies many readings were helpful, but the work of mythologist Joseph Campbell was particularly beneficial because he offered a detailed, secular, cross-cultural account of how individuals transform into “heroes” or achieve their potential. Campbell studied initiation by analyzing traditional and legendary tales of the distant past. He chronicled stories told across countless cultures in which mythological characters rose to greatness, and he came to understand that a particular transformational pattern leads to becoming the hero of your own life’s story. The pattern of the hero’s journey appears not only in myth but in history, religious observances, and psychology. Film director George Lucas, inspired by Campbell’s 1949 book The Hero with a Thousand Faces, brought the mythological story of the prototypical hero’s journey (also known as the “monomyth”) to the big screen through the character Luke Skywalker in the epic series Star Wars.

Among the hundreds of scholarly articles and books I pored over during my formal research, I found particularly illuminating guidance about transformation from anthropologists Arnold van Gennep and Victor Turner. Like Campbell, they outlined how elders in cultures around the world steward individuals through initiations, or rites of passage. They described the individual’s transition from one status, such as teenager, to another, such as adult, as a three-step process:


	Separation. The person recognizes their readiness to transform, or an elder identifies them as ready. The person so designated then solicits the support of others, prepares to become initiated, and either leaves home or goes into seclusion to enter into the unknown, where they will learn, grow, and receive a vision or new knowledge.

	The liminal period. The initiate enters into a transitional, mystical time that involves challenges, insights, support from helpers, learning, and possibly dramatic events. This is when the initiate gains new skills and may have a transformative experience that involves receiving wisdom, insight, or a vision.

	Reincorporation. This is the journey home, when the initiate reenters their community and social norms. The initiate shares their stories and newfound knowledge and capacities (Campbell calls this the “boon”), and the community bears witness to and celebrates the initiates as a new being. 



Campbell’s analysis of initiation matches these phases, with distinct stages occurring within each of the three phases (making seventeen stages in total).

Even though these and other authors helped define a pathway of transformation, I was still frustrated, as were other scholars. Those who have critiqued Campbell’s work question the degree to which the hero’s journey depicts a woman’s transformational journey. Campbell rebutted these arguments by explaining that although the hero’s journey is often depicted as a man going far away on a noble quest, the monomyth is inclusive of a traditional feminine initiation where the woman is sequestered in isolation to embark upon an inward journey. Regardless, I wondered if my experience of transformation was reflected in his work, because something still felt lacking.

I also questioned whether the initiate had truly transformed into a new person just because they’d had a life-changing event, and if they did, how that occurred. The vague descriptions of initiates’ post-transformation activities did not appear to address the many psychosocial and spiritual challenges of having returned “transformed.” Was there more to the reincorporation phase that had not been accounted for in the literature? Ancient and traditional societies had demonstrated their ability to convert a budding leader into an elder or master, so I knew they understood how to help their young people transform. But how? 

The Research

As mentioned, my research focused on the circumstances occurring after a life-changing event. I wanted to understand if it is possible to integrate a life-changing experience into daily life so that we are truly transformed by it, and if so, how that happens. I chose a research method called cooperative inquiry, which is a particularly holistic and non-Western way of investigating. Cooperative inquiry asks a group of people who have all had a similar experience (in this case, a transformative experience) to work together as co-researchers and to conduct self- and group analysis to understand a chosen aspect of the human condition. I give a detailed account of how I implemented the cooperative inquiry method (which can be complex and risky!) in my paper “Finding Our Way to the Precious Knowledge, Together: One Study’s Use of Cooperative Inquiry.” And my paper “The Making of Everyday Heroes: Women’s Experiences of Transformation and Integration” describes the research that founds this book, including its methods, subjects (co-researchers), and results. 

The goal of my study was to examine the process of transformation by putting our lives under the microscope of personal and group awareness. This approach asks participants to pay attention to their daily lives as much as humanly possible, as though ordinary events can provide information that will help answer the research question. We recorded and discussed emotions, thoughts, dialogues, synchronicities, and other experiences, even if they seemed to be only remotely related to the inquiry. Even our dreams became a source of information. Each person kept a journal and shared discoveries and quandaries during group meetings. 

To deepen our insight into the discussion at hand, we sought to access our wealth of unconscious knowledge, body memories, cognitive memories, and curiosities through meditation, storytelling, art, music, metaphor, stream-of-consciousness exercises, walking outside in nature, visualization, movement, conceptual drawing, critical reflection, retreats, and ritual. 

In all, the study group and I participated in thirteen months of research, followed by six months of analyzing the data we had gathered, and culminating in a weekend retreat intensive. Analysis required distilling reams of written and oral accounts down to their essences. I took our results and analyzed, coded, and refined the information they contained over and over again, repeatedly bringing it back to the group for review until it became apparent to the whole group that the answer was emerging and crystalizing. 

On one hot, humid Sunday afternoon, sitting on the floor of a co-researcher’s living room, I saw the information come together in a way that told me our task was nearly complete. The data revealed that it was indeed possible to integrate a transformative experience. Furthermore, a complete transformation—of which the transformative experience was just a part—had a distinct pathway consisting of thirteen predictable phases, nine of which had occurred where the models of Campbell, Van Gennep, and Turner ended. I saw the hidden side of transformation, and I knew in that moment my life would never again be the same. 

The “Characters” in This Book

After the initial research was finished, I gave myself six months to play, rest, and recuperate. In fall 2008, I began writing the manuscript for this book. Intermittently, I also conducted both in-depth and casual interviews about transformative experiences with people I met or who were referred to me by colleagues. Most of their stories did not make it into this book, but I anticipate sharing them in future writings. In all, I interviewed people across a variety of ages, ethnicities, socioeconomic backgrounds, genders, and beliefs. Their accounts represent all types of transformation. 

In presenting the Map to Wholeness in this book, I chose to focus on two individuals. I knew that the book’s usefulness would hinge upon the quality and synergy of their stories and the degree to which I could eloquently and precisely portray their trials, surprises, magnificence, and power. In other words, I knew that no amount of great writing could make up for a mediocre choice of main characters. I wasn’t looking for flashy anecdotes, but I needed accounts of transformation that were dramatic, interesting, and comprehensive enough to portray the intricate details of the journey to wholeness. When I met the first of the two individuals I chose and listened to her profoundly moving story, her capacity to love, learn, and grow motivated me to try to become a better person. I realized then that the chosen individual’s character was at least as important as the details of his or her story.

I hope the two people in this book differ from one another enough that you might gain insight into your own experiences while reading about theirs. In each account, I relay powerful, delicate, vulnerable, and triumphant moments that are pulled, in accurate detail, from five years of in-depth interviews. I share their stories of transformation from beginning to end: wholeness. Along the way I point out seemingly mundane events and explain how they are clear indicators of transformation so you will know how to look for these same clues in your own life.

An Important Clarification

I was sitting in a quaint cottage on the north shore of Kauai revising a draft of this book when it occurred me that the reader might not believe that the events depicted in this book occurred in the sequence in which they are described. To explain why this matters, I need to share a bit about my interview process. First, I asked each person to review all of his or her major life experiences, highs and lows, from birth to the present day, in chronological order. This task is not necessarily easy; nor is it one that you do very often, if at all. For example, I might have documented that a woman sold her home in February 2010, felt estranged from her family from May 2010 to February 2012, and earned a promotion at work in July 2014. Then I would look over the timeline of her experiences and begin to decipher her movement on the Map.

It is awe-inspiring to witness the thirteen phases in the journey to wholeness emerge time and again through the life events of an individual: setting out into the unknown, experiencing a catalytic event, returning in shock to all that is known, experiencing relief and upheaval, harboring denial and grief … phase after phase, like clockwork. The Map precisely illuminates and expresses the content of one’s lived experience, revealing something invisible.

The point I’d like to make is that the interviewees did not somehow orchestrate their lives according to my thesis; besides, much of what happens in life is outside of our control anyway. During each interview, I diligently recorded the timing of each reported experience. Later, I cut, pasted, and rearranged the experiences into sequential order so I could begin to see the person’s path toward wholeness. When the individual’s experiences seemed to be out of order with the phases, I usually pulled my hair out and questioned the validity of my theory. Interestingly, each time this situation has occurred, I reinterviewed the person only to discover that the data was incorrectly reported or recorded, and the Map to Wholeness was once again validated. This is always stunning!

My Personal Experience with the Map

Ironically, a year and a half after my research was completed, I found myself in the throes of the most difficult transformation of my life. Therefore, I had the odd experience of living my own research, phase by phase. I have found myself saying, “Ahhh, yes, of course this is happening now,” knowing full well why that type of event was happening at that particular time and what kind of experience I would soon encounter next.

As I continue to make my way through the most difficult parts of this process, I am grateful to know that my experiences are normal and, more importantly, that this arduous journey will lead to a satisfying outcome. I have seen the end result of transformation confirmed over and over again in the lives of many individuals. While the road is often long, and you might think it will never end, the process of transformation leads to wholeness.
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Introduction

Mohandas Gandhi, known to his many followers as Mahatma (“great soul”), led India to independence from the United Kingdom in 1947. His father was prime minister of the state where they lived and had chosen Mohandas as the child who would succeed him. After dropping out of college, Mohandas decided to study to become a barrister in London, which incensed the elders of his social caste. Accordingly, he was declared an outsider. Once in England, the homesick Mohandas had trouble adjusting to the English lifestyle. During this emotionally distressing period, friends suggested he read the Bhagavad Gita, a sacred Hindu text—and his life was forever changed. The scripture’s ancient teachings quickly became the central guide for his life and gave him a vision of how goals could be achieved through nonviolence.

Elizabeth Cady Stanton was a leading figure of the early women’s rights movement in the United States. In 1826, when she was eleven years old, her older brother, Eleazar, died just before he was to graduate from college. He had been preceded in death by five of the other Cady children, leaving Elizabeth and her four sisters. When Elizabeth tried to console her grieving father, he told her, “Oh, my daughter, I wish you were a boy!” His insensitive remark reflected the limitations placed on women at the time. Determined to please her father, Elizabeth promised she would become all her brother would have been. In fact, she resolved to be the equal of any male. 

When Gandhi read the Bhagavad Gita and Stanton heard her father’s stinging statement about gender barriers, each had a life-changing experience. These events launched them into the transformation of a lifetime, although it’s important to note that we undergo multiple transformations in the span of our existence. Gandhi and Stanton would move forward through the phases of transformation, ultimately attaining wholeness and changing the future of humanity.

When you have a life-changing experience, your normal, day-to-day life is interrupted, suspended, or even forgotten altogether. Your senses heighten, your awareness broadens, and you focus completely on the powerful occurrence unfolding in front of you—or within you. A life-changing event can create the impression that you have endured a fundamental shift and that you are no longer the same. Indeed, when you return to your daily responsibilities, you feel unsettled. But the truth is that you have just started to undergo a massive reorganization at your core that will take months, if not years, to complete.

Regardless of how long it has been since your most recent transformative event, subsequent chapters of this book will shed light upon your course. As you read, you will come to recognize that the highs and lows of your life form a pattern that leads toward your larger purpose. Using real-life accounts of people who have lived through the strains of birthing themselves anew (phase 10 on Map), I reveal actions you can take for a successful transformation and point out the junctures at which most people risk sabotaging their opportunities. I begin by defining transformation and explaining how to read the Map to Wholeness—the path to a state of fulfillment, stability, balance, joy, and peace.

Why Learn the Map to Wholeness?

As I walk you through stories of people who have transformed, you will recognize how prominent and seemingly unrelated periods in your own life are actually connected to form a pattern. This pattern, revealed through my research and detailed in the preface, is made up of thirteen specific, sequential phases. Pictorially, the pathway to becoming whole involves a process consisting of two distinct cycles that together form the shape of an upright infinity symbol, a figure eight. The first cycle is an upward-moving loop that culminates in a life-changing event, a crisis, or a peak. The second cycle is a descending integrative curve that culminates in letting go of old patterns and the emergence of a new identity, relationships, and abilities. The combination of both halves, the entire infinity movement, is what produces a complete transformation.

When you read the Map to Wholeness, you can determine which phase you are in now, what to expect next, and how far away your destination is. Knowing where you are in your transformation normalizes feelings that may seem strange or unexplained. It also relieves stress because you realize there is a reason for what you are going through. For example, if you are presently enduring one of the most difficult periods of your life, you are probably in the Dismemberment phase. If you feel restless about a nagging dream that it is riddled with impossibilities, you might be in the Disorientation phase. Or if you have recently emerged out of the darkest time of your life and are feeling a sense of relief, you can use the Map to discover that your current phase is called Surrender and Healing and that soon you will transition into a phase when you will realize your wishes—Abundance and Creativity.

Like signposts along a road that tell you where you are, how to navigate so you don’t get lost, what to expect around the corner, and how far you have left to go, the Map to Wholeness illustrates a larger reason for your present circumstances. With uncanny precision, you can recognize why you are experiencing delight or sorrow, fortune or misfortune, and fulfillment or lack thereof. When studied closely, my research explains that our lives are far more predictable than we have known.

I hope the stories and ideas in the pages that follow will help you feel relieved, clearer, understood, and soothed. Because the journey is internal and often solitary, imagine that I am with you, holding a candle before you as you make your way, encouraging you when you feel you cannot go on, and offering you the intimate words of those who have gone before you as inspiration and guide.
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Transformation




I think that what we’re seeking is an experience of being alive, so that our life experiences on the purely physical plane will have resonance within our innermost being and reality, so that we can actually feel the rapture of being alive.

—Joseph Campbell



Your life circumstances, from your feelings to your relationships to your job satisfaction, can be made understandable in light of your transformation. “My transformation?” you might ask. Yes, your transformation! You are always in the process of transforming, regardless of your desire for change or how long ago your most recent life-changing event occurred. Transformation is inevitable; it is integral to life itself. Nothing ever simply stands still or remains frozen in time. You only need to reminisce for a short while to recall at least one experience that affected you so deeply you felt as though life—and you—would never be the same.

Transformation Is All around Us

We need only talk to neighbors, overhear conversations at a coffee shop, or chat with colleagues to be reminded that transformation is all around us. In our own social circle, there is always someone experiencing a major turn of events: sending a child off to college, returning from military duty, changing careers, becoming a grandparent. Every day, hundreds of thousands of women have a transformative experience through childbirth, students obtain long-sought degrees, and people end or begin relationships, go into the Peace Corps, study abroad, or retire.

The word transformation often connotes a positive experience: your best friend gets married, a coworker has an epiphany while mountain climbing, your aunt visits the land of her ancestors, your little brother completes a religious mission in Argentina. While positive events change lives, the truth is that life-changing experiences are not always pleasant, uplifting, or enjoyable. Sometimes, transformation involves a disappointment, trauma, or devastating occurrence, such as losing one’s job, contracting a serious illness, being named in a lawsuit, surviving a major accident, or suffering the death of a loved one. Perhaps even more than positive events, negative circumstances throw your life into turmoil and turn your identity upside down, making you feel as if you may never regain your equilibrium.

Our shared notion of transformation assumes that you are transformed because you experienced a momentous event. For example, a close friend of mine was one of ten teachers in the United States chosen to participate in a ten-day National Geographic educational adventure cruise to the Arctic Circle. It was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. She witnessed the unadulterated stillness of the endless frozen horizon, polar bears so close she could hear their breathing as they hunted and played, and gargantuan crystal-blue glaciers. How could you not be changed forever by witnessing something so rare and spectacular?

Transformative experiences make an impression on the body, mind, and spirit that may cause you to think, I will never be the same. As with my friend who went to the Arctic, there is a way in which this statement is true; you are not the same. But does this feeling of not being the same mean you have transformed—become a new you? According to my careful research, the answer is no.

What Is Transformation?

What is transformation anyway? Is it simply big change? Or maybe fast change? Change and transformation are often linked, but they are definitely different. It is said that while all transformation is change, not all change is transformation. To use a metaphor, if change is what happens when you rearrange the furniture in a house, transformation is a full-scale remodel.

Change is linear, which means there is a cause and an effect, an action and a direct result. For example, when you cause the couch to move to the other side of the living room by picking it up and moving it, the effect is a different room configuration. The action of moving furniture might produce the result of a new look, feel, foot-traffic flow, or even room usage. Change implies that a part of a whole has been altered. In this case, a part of the house (the living room), has been changed. Transformation, on the other hand, signifies that all aspects of a whole have changed, producing something fundamentally different. Instead of a new living room, you have a new house.

The word transform consists of the prefix trans-, meaning “beyond,” and the word form, referring to the shape of a thing. The form of an object derives from its underlying structure. The water in a swimming pool takes the configuration of its walls; a couch is contoured around its metal and wood frame; a giraffe develops around its skeleton, which includes an extremely long neck. The walls, metal, wood, and bones are the structures around which these entities take form.

When something transforms, both its form and its underlying structure alter fundamentally. The quintessential analogy of the caterpillar’s metamorphosis into a butterfly is helpful to explain this idea. The caterpillar has a squishy, hotdog-shaped body with lots of stubby legs and two eyes on one end. A butterfly has a squishy, slightly shriveled, hotdog-shaped body; wafer-thin wings; six long legs; two eyes; and two long antennae. These two creatures look very different yet are still one and the same. The butterfly is a new version of the caterpillar, whose structure and shape have transformed.

What is it that shifts in human transformation? What is the human equivalent of the structure of a caterpillar? It’s not as though people are walking around with new bones, comparable to the wings of a butterfly. In the case of humans, it is our identity that can be thought of as our structure. Your identity houses your values, beliefs, and ideas about who you are and how the world operates. Identity may be summarized in all the ways you can complete the statement “I am ….” For instance, you might complete the statement by naming a personality trait, such as “I am optimistic”; an aspect of biology, such as “I am tall”; or a role, such as “I am a mother.”

The walls and roof of a house create a place to reside within, and they provide protection from the elements. Similarly, your identity gives you a place to be that is essentially “you.” Having a sense of identity helps you feel secure, stable, and connected to your immediate purpose. However, transformation requires that you dismantle an outdated identity structure. This process can feel destabilizing, because your sense of self is being taken apart. When you undergo transformation, you alter the foundation of who you are.

How does transformation give you a new identity? Of the thirteen predictable phases of transformation, the one most popularly associated with transformation is the initial transformative experience, an event that takes you beyond yourself, outside the realm of what you thought was possible for you. When this event occurs, you access new possibilities for yourself. These possibilities arise from your latent wholeness—the person you were born to be but have not yet expressed. In other words, a life-changing experience exposes you to your true self, even if you are not consciously aware that this is happening.

Transformation is dynamic: fluid, variable, vital, and wide-ranging. You make choices each day, consciously or not, that invite novel experiences. These experiences take you out of your comfort zone and help you develop in ways you can’t imagine. Transformation is never stagnant, even though you may, at times, feel immobile. Rather, you are constantly moving forward, either quickly or slowly. Transformation invites you inward; at the same time, it expands you outward, toward your potential. To live is to transform, so you are always experiencing one of the phases on the path to wholeness.

As you transform, you grow holistically in all areas of your life. For example, the challenges you face increase your personal power. What you learn broadens your consciousness and improves your ability to make healthy decisions. The healing you undergo increases your compassion and your ability to love and be loved.

The Role of the Unconscious Mind

Transformation involves the unconscious because that is where transformation begins. Although transformation may seem to be thrust upon us by external events, we always initiate transformation. We are almost never aware of this fact, however. A desire for change triggers the transformation process, but in most instances, this desire is unconscious. We will explore the unconscious origin of transformation in the chapter on the Seed phase. Because the unconscious mind plays such a critical role in transformation, I will explain a bit about how it works here.

The unconscious is the part of the mind that functions when you act without intention—which, for most of us, is often. When you operate from the unconscious mind, you respond automatically, without reflection. Therefore, when you are doing something you have done many times before and are doing it “without thinking,” you can be assured that the unconscious mind is taking care of your perceiving and decision making. You use the conscious mind, on the other hand, when you act intentionally.

Together, the conscious and the unconscious make up the whole mind. The metaphor of an iceberg is often used to characterize the relationship between the two parts of the mind. The conscious mind is the part of the iceberg above water; the unconscious mind is the part below. The exposed part of the iceberg can be seen, like the conscious mind can be accessed. The submerged part of the iceberg cannot be seen, like the unconscious mind cannot be accessed. About seven-eighths of an iceberg’s mass is underwater. Likewise, the unconscious mind is much greater in its capacity and power than the conscious mind.

The unconscious is a vast storehouse of information that includes memories, thoughts, information, and feelings associated with your past experiences, coupled with beliefs inherited from your family system. The unconscious mind is often judged harshly because it tends to be irrational, uninviting, and childish. It contains desires and emotions (fear, anger, and sadness) that our conscious minds find unacceptable. We instinctively avoid uncovering our unconscious thoughts and feelings. Defense mechanisms such as denial help shield us from these hidden aspects of ourselves. The unconscious is often referred to as the “shadow” because it represents our dark side and is hard to see.

You might wonder whether there is anything good about the unconscious. The answer is yes. Because the unconscious stores a ton of information, it saves us an enormous amount of time and energy by keeping us from having to think through everything we do during the day. In addition, the unconscious plays a central role in our ability to be creative and innovative. The unconscious mind can combine seemingly unrelated pieces of information to form an insight—an awareness that illuminates or helps solve a problem.

Most of our decisions are informed by both our conscious and unconscious minds. When making a decision, we consult the known aspects of ourselves, our conscious thoughts and feelings. We also unknowingly take direction from the unconscious mind. In other words, despite good intentions, you will make decisions influenced by your repressed desires and emotions. As a result, you may find yourself unhappy, unhealthy, or suffering from bad luck. Usually, we need the perspective of an outsider—a friend, loved one, religious or spiritual leader, or therapist—to help us identify why we have encountered such troubles. The bottom line is that the unconscious mind has more control over us than most of us realize.

The decision to change your life plays a key role in initiating transformation; therefore, understanding the role of the unconscious in decision making is important. We will address the choice for change in more detail in the chapter on the Seed phase.

Three Types of Transformation

Joseph Campbell is best known as a mythologist. He studied ancient stories that teach the nature and origin of the universe and serve as guides for our purpose and values as humans. These myths often involve superhuman characters who undergo challenges and triumphs in the reconciliation of major forces, such as good and evil. In The Hero with a Thousand Faces, Campbell concluded that people transform as a result of three major causes: trauma, unexpected powerful experiences, and consciously intended journeys.

Transformation through Trauma

The first type of transformation occurs because of a crisis, such as a terrible accident, the death of someone close to you, a serious medical diagnosis, or a robbery. No one wants to have a traumatic experience. Yet trauma can lead to deep personal transformation: An incest survivor discovers her personal power. A mother becomes an advocate for crime victims after the abduction of her child. A war veteran becomes a peace activist. A man hit by lightning discovers a previously unexplored passion for music. As traumas are faced and healed, people change in ways that might not have been possible if the terrible events had not occurred.

I interviewed a woman, Ruth, who experienced an unusual transformation through trauma. She was raised in post-Depression Brooklyn by her widowed mother and her grandmother. They were very poor, and they had no other relatives and very little social interaction. When Ruth’s mother was elderly, she told Ruth, “I almost aborted you.” 

“I was the unwanted child,” Ruth explained, “and my sister was prized. My mother loved my sister; she provided care for me. I was clothed and fed, and that was about it.” Ruth endured a childhood that left her feeling fundamentally alone and lonely, unwanted and ostracized in her own home. 

Seventy years later, Ruth’s daughter set up a social media profile for Ruth so she could continue some research she had begun into her genealogy and connect socially with family and friends. Thank goodness she did; it was through social media that Ruth’s life changed abruptly—a story she shared with me.

About four days into investigating my genealogy, a cousin named Eran instant-messaged me on Facebook. He is of my children’s generation, on my mother’s side. He had been searching for me, I guess, for several months. It was hard to find me because of name translations and name changes.

After a month of electronic interchanges with Eran, we agreed to talk on the phone on Palm Sunday. He told me some shocking news: “Your father did not die in the war. Do you want me to continue?”

I was calm. “Yes.”

“He lived until 1997 and was 87 years old. Do you want me to continue?”

“Yes.”

“You have a huge family, including two sisters. Should I continue?”

I couldn’t speak.

I was in utter shock, exhilarated, delighted, and looking forward to talking to my mother. I planned to tell her on Easter Sunday what I had found out about my father. I viewed the timing of the news, coinciding with Easter, as a sign of a new life with my mother. I wanted to believe that this new information would give my mother and me a chance for a new beginning. As I got ready for the phone call with my mother, I felt like I was emerging from a dark tunnel that I didn’t realize I had been in—and I could see the light.

She promptly crushed me by being rigid, stoic, and unyielding in admitting anything. It was horrible. It was really sad. I was angry.

When Eran and I finally met in person, he went over everything little by little, piece by piece: he showed me my father’s voter registration card and pictures.… My father had come back from the war. No one seemed to know what happened, why he’d left, or what my mother did at the time.

It finally began to sink in: I had lived within my mother’s lie for so many years. I didn’t know anything about my father. The foundation of my identity shattered. Somewhere deep inside, I might actually have a family and people who I could love and who could love me. It was a very painful and confusing time. I was still in darkness. I cried a lot. And yet, hope burned inside me that I might have a new beginning.

Ruth’s life-changing event—the discovery of the truth about her father—was extremely exciting yet essentially traumatic. She relived the loss of her father, experiencing profound despair upon learning that although he had been alive for most of her life, she had never gotten a chance to know him.

Examples of Traumatic Transformative Experiences

According to my research, the following personal traumas have the potential to lead to transformation, though they do not guarantee transformation. This list is not complete; it gives only a sampling of the many types of traumatic transformative experiences. Pondering the items in the list might help you identify some of the major events in your life.


	Abuse 

	Active-duty military service

	War (as a survivor or rescuer)

	Natural disaster (as a survivor or rescuer)

	Car accident

	Crime 

	Abduction

	Death (or other loss) of a child, spouse, parent, or sibling

	Loss of a significant amount of money (for example, through an investment, scam, or lawsuit)

	Significant or sudden illness or injury of self or a family member

	Secondary (observed) trauma, as experienced by health-care workers and others

	Marital infidelity or abrupt ending of a significant relationship

	Loss of a job or career

	Emigrating to another country



If you don’t see an example from your own life on this list, you are likely very fortunate. If you are trying to determine whether a challenge you have endured belongs in this category, keep in mind that countless types of profoundly painful experiences don’t result in transformation. A major falling out with your sister, for example, might be devastating but not life-changing. There is a distinction between a crisis that is deeply distressing and one that changes the course of your life. Only when a terrible experience alters your existence can it produce transformation. The types of transformation covered in the next two sections are triggered not by traumas but by positive or uplifting experiences.

Transformation through Surprise 

Two types of surprises can lead to transformation. The first type is something totally unanticipated, such as getting an unforeseen promotion that will alter your life or receiving an e-mail from a brother you haven’t seen in forty years. This kind of transformative experience occurs suddenly or unexpectedly. It happens when you are engaged in an activity that is ordinary to you, so you are not expecting an occurrence that is unusual, let alone life-altering.

The second type of surprise that can lead to transformation is something that happens while you are engaged in an activity that is out of the norm for you and that you expect to be awe-inspiring or emotionally powerful. Examples of this kind of transformative experience are visiting your ancestral homeland for the first time; traveling to a sacred place, such as the Holy Land; going into the Peace Corps; swimming with whales in the South Pacific; having plastic surgery; or donating an organ. At the outset of a significant, one-time-only, or novel experience, you anticipate that it may be intense. You may prepare yourself for the possible power of the event by reminding yourself that it will be difficult and that it might not turn out the way you planned. You may even speculate that the experience has the potential to change your life, but you are not actually seeking transformation.

In an example of the second type of surprising transformative event, Orvol and Jamie, a middle-aged couple, went to the Big Island of Hawaii for some rest and relaxation. While there, they spent considerable time engaging in rejuvenating activities. One day while they were snorkeling, a pod of dolphins approached them. Orvol described what happened:

When the dolphins came over to us, we were so excited. It was almost as if they wanted to play with us. They jumped around and under us and squeaked to one another. When the dolphins began to swim off, we felt like they were saying, “Follow us”—so we did. When we snorkeled off after them, we began hearing a whale singing. Jamie and I immediately looked at each other, wondering where the whale was. Just then, the dolphins swam off, and we were left floating there.

Then Jamie poked my arm and frantically pointed down. Directly below us was a huge, magnificent whale. We couldn’t believe it—we were directly above her! It was as though the dolphins had taken us to her! We floated there in awe, listening to the mesmerizing, magical sounds of this unbelievable creature. Simultaneously, we both felt drawn to be near her, took a breath, and dove down to get closer. As we went down, we realized she was rising up toward us. We both stared in disbelief as the whale rose until she was literally beside us. Suspended in the blue waters, Jamie and I both had an experience that changed our lives—we looked directly into the eye of this whale. It was only a hand’s distance from our own eyes. It was huge and black and deep.

For weeks and weeks after our return from Hawaii, Jamie and I just couldn’t shake the mystical feeling. We felt as though we had looked into the eyes of God. A year and a half later, I closed my healing business and she closed her clinical psychology caseload, and we moved to Hawaii.

Jamie and Orvol had planned a rejuvenating vacation. They expected to go from stressed to relaxed, disconnected from each other to connected, exhausted to revived. They figured that snorkeling would expose them to wonderful marine life, uplifting them in joy, curiosity, and appreciation. What they couldn’t know was that they would be graced with such a unique and extraordinary experience.

Examples of Surprising Transformative Experiences

Following are examples of unexpected experiences (the first type of surprising transformative experience) and anticipated experiences with unexpected effects (the second type). Experiencing the listed occurrences may be life-changing, but not necessarily.


	Reconciling with or becoming estranged from a family member

	Getting married or divorced (in not understanding the full degree of the aftereffects)

	Becoming pregnant or giving birth

	Meeting a long-lost lover, friend, group of friends, or family member

	First or last child leaving home

	Marriage of a child

	Birth of a grandchild

	Remodeling your home

	Moving

	Starting a new form of leisure, recreation, or lifestyle

	Purchasing a very costly item (for example, a luxury car, boat, house, or second home)

	Engaging in an unusual, infrequent, or novel activity that has a strong impact (for example, running a marathon, manta ray snorkeling at night, helping your best friend give birth, or witnessing an indigenous people’s ceremony)

	Retiring

	Getting fired or laid off (as long as it is not traumatic to you)

	Being promoted

	Going back to college after years of being in the workforce

	Changing careers

	Going on a religious mission, volunteering, or giving to others for a significant period

	Traveling, especially to a place that is extremely different from your daily environment

	Having an epiphany about your life, which can happen anywhere or anytime (but often during deep relaxation or travel)

	Seeing a particularly beautiful view or being in a stunning or spectacular place in nature

	Effective psychotherapy

	Spending time alone, possibly in nature

	Realizing a new identity for yourself (for example, coming out as gay, bisexual, or transgender)

	Dramatic change in your body (for example, significant weight loss or gain, surgery, or cosmetic surgery)

	Giving to another person in a way that involves great sacrifice (for example, donating an organ, being a surrogate mother or foster parent, or taking care of an elderly parent or medically compromised spouse)



Both types of surprising transformative experiences change your trajectory, offering you the chance to start over or venture into new possibilities. My impression is that people transform through surprise and through trauma more frequently than the third way, through intention.

Transformation through Intention

The third type of transformation is purposely chosen; that is, you consciously seek an experience that will lead to transformation. From the outset, you begin soul-searching, planning, and taking action to induce an experience that will radically affect you. Your primary motivation is to transform. This motivation differs from that for transformation through surprise, in which your primary ambition is to travel, escape, socialize, bond, or the like.

The motivation to transform may arise because you have been listening to the call of your heart, mind, or body for deep change—and that call is now a scream. Or you may have come to realize that your life, as it is currently configured, is no longer satisfying or fulfilling. You want more, and you set out to find it. When we pursue transformation intentionally, we listen closely to our aspirations. We then begin looking outside ourselves for a scenario that will offer the challenge, adventure, or stillness we need, or that calls for the skill, spirit, or passion we want to develop.

We can create the conditions that make a transformative experience more likely to occur. However, even those who are fortunate enough to have the guidance of a wise master and the support of an interconnected community know that mystical experience cannot be induced on demand.

Andrea, a retired therapist and the author of a memoir titled Daughter of a Nazi, shared one of the most striking intentional transformative experiences I have heard. Disillusioned by the religion of her birth, she set out on a three-month journey to find a belief system that would help her feel closer to God. Andrea was an adventurer of the soul who got lucky.

When I was twenty-seven years old, I read Autobiography of a Yogi by Paramahansa Yogananda. It felt like a download. I knew it already, even though I was raised Christian. I was getting ready to have a normal life—on the waiting list for a clinical psychology program. But Rudy, my boyfriend, was just begging me to go to India. I had money and a boyfriend guide. I was really scared to do it, but then I just decided, “Being scared is not acceptable. You are going.”

We hitchhiked six thousand miles across Europe and the Middle East. In 1972, we arrived in Pondicherry after a three-month pilgrimage. I was twenty-nine years old. The guru at the ashram, called “the Mother,” was ninety-two years old. She was having darshan, an opportunity to sit before her for a few seconds. I heard the lines were long, and I was not looking forward to the day. I didn’t think much of it.

We were leaving the hostel where we were staying and the owner asked, “What are you doing today?”

“We are going to see the Mother.”

His eyes got huge. “But you don’t have flowers. She loves flowers!” He ran into his living quarters and grabbed a big flower. “At least bring this to her.”

I sat in the heat all day. Countless hours of smells and fatigue and waiting. My flower, the only flower I had, was wilted by the hours of blazing heat. Its head was facing downward, and it looked completely pathetic. I was finally feeling the benevolence of the hour, but it didn’t matter; my flower was drooping, and there was nothing I could do. I looked around to see if I could ditch it somehow; it wasn’t much of a gift now.

Finally, it was my turn. Everyone told me, “Don’t look into her eyes.” But I wanted to look, because I had heard that gazing into the eyes of a guru is how you can receive his or her knowledge, love, and wisdom. I kneeled in devout reverence. I bowed my head, looked toward the ground, and prayed that I was worthy.

The flower was just beneath my face, and then the most unbelievable thing happened. It was like I was on acid or something. The flower started moving upward, toward the Mother, until it was entirely upright. I was completely unable to speak. I looked up and into her eyes in disbelief. I had totally forgotten that I was in front of her at this point. It was all about the flower, so I didn’t remember not to look into her eyes. I just looked.

Everything went black, and I was in a vast, stark universe. Far, far in the distance, I felt her. It was as though she was a hundred thousand galaxies away from me. We were rushing instantaneously at tens of thousands of miles per hour toward one another into a crashing embrace. Like long-lost sisters, we were ecstatic to see one another: “We are finally together!” Speaking through energy, she said to me, “I have been waiting one thousand years to see you.” We were lost in a timeless, dancing embrace, and I could feel the relief at being rejoined after separation. We could have been in that gaze for hours or mere minutes; I could not tell the difference.

I felt people touching my shoulders and pulling me. “Come on, come on,” they were saying. Slowly, I felt the tear of another reality forcing me. “I am sorry, ma’am, you need to move.” My awareness was going back




Examples of Intentional Transformative Experiences



	Giving birth to a baby under unique circumstances (for example, when you are older than forty, in the farmhouse where your entire lineage was birthed, in water, or overseas)

	Intended pregnancy or adoption

	International travel

	Diaspora travel (visiting a traditional homeland)

	Volunteering for the Peace Corps (or something similar)

	Living in another country for an extended period or frequently

	Studying abroad

	Religious or spiritual pilgrimage or mission

	Traditional initiation or rite of passage

	Getting married

	Ending a relationship

	Moving to a new city, state, or country

	Quitting a career or job

	Retiring 

	Elective surgery

	Giving to another person in a way that involves great sacrifice (for example, donating an organ, being a surrogate mother or foster parent, or taking care of an elderly parent or a medically compromised spouse)




The Unknown Transformative Experience





	To what degree was the experience novel or a departure from your routine? An example of such an out-of-the-ordinary experience might be living away from your spouse for the first time in thirty-five years.

	To what degree do you minimize the magnitude of the experience because it was within the range of what is considered ordinary—that is, what an “ordinary” person would do in the same situation? An example of a seemingly ordinary experience that is actually life-changing might be moving out of state to take care of your son as he goes through chemotherapy.
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