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EDITOR’S NOTES
We are happy to welcome Douglas Russell as Assistant Editor of
Psychosynthesis Quarterly. Longtime members of our community
will remember Doug as editor of Psychosynthesis Digest in the
1980s. Having this skilled editor on board is an inspiration to the
rest of us, and we look forward to continuing to present work that
informs, challenges, and delights our readers.
This issue is packed with fascinating thought, experience, and
reflections—in fact, we had so much material submitted for this
issue that we have had to hold some of it for September, including
a previously unpublished manuscript by Roberto Assagioli.
2016 marks what we hope will be a new beginning for AAP, and a
new Steering Committee takes the helm of our organization this
month. Please check our website
http://aap-psychosynthesis.org/ in the
coming months to see in what new directions AAP will be moving. We hope
you, our readers, will provide some
feedback to AAP to help us find directions that are meaningful to you. Contact our cochairs at
cochairs@aap-psychosynthesis.org
And help us share Assagioli’s vision.
Jan Kuniholm
2

AAP News and Briefs
AAP ARCHIVES:
OLD NEWSLETTERS
NEEDED

AAP is preparing to scan our archives for both the AAP
website and permanent storage with other Psychosynthesis
documents at the University of California, Santa Barbara.

We need one or two of the following newsletters should
anyone have them and be willing to donate them for this effort. The following issues are missing from the
archive collection: 2007 Fall; 2003 Spring; 2002 Fall; 2001 Winter, Summer; 2000 Spring, Fall; and 1999
Winter, Spring, Fall.
If any of you have one or more copies of these particular editions of AAP News, please consider
sending them to:
Sharon Mandt
114 Janlyn Ave.
Somerset KY 42501

AAP is pleased to announce that the first 2016 AAP MiniGrant award has been made to Catherine Ann Lombard,
an American AAP member living in Germany. She is a
regular contributor to Psychosynthesis Quarterly whose
latest piece was in the March issue.

2016 AAP MINI-GRANT
AWARDED TO
CATHERINE ANN LOMBARD

She has received an award of $1,000.00 to support research at Casa Assagioli in Florence on the subject of
“Assagioli in Jail.”
She plans to present a more extensive treatment than appeared in the Shaubs’ article in the Quarterly some
issues back, and to prepare a pamphlet supported by Gruppo Alle Fonte and the Italian Institute that can be
sold or distributed. This pamphlet is nearly publication and we hope to see it in print soon! (See Page 17 of
this issue.)
AAP has begun an exciting new year with new prospects and new horizons.
The Steering Committee of AAP for 2016-2017 includes (in alphabetical order):
Susan Bullivant Susan_bullivant@yahoo.com),
Patricia Elkins (Patricia.a.elkins@gsk.com),
Marjorie Hope Gross (mhgross@nycap.rr.com),
Jan Kuniholm (Jan.Kuniholm@roadrunner.com),
Julie Rivers (julies1225@verizon.net),
Brad Roth (dancingday@earthlink.net),
Ángel Santiago (angsanti@icloud.com),
Bonney Gulino Schaub (bonneygulinoschaub@gmail.com),
Richard Schaub (drrichardschaub@gmail.com), and
Barbara Veale Smith (bveale.smith@gmail.com).
Feel free to contact any of these people with your thoughts about AAP’s mission, work, direction, or projects.
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THE UBIQUITY OF SELF
Yoav Dattilo
[This article is a transcription of the keynote talk given at the AAP Conference in Ste-Anne-de-Bellevue, Quebec,
Canada, in August 2015—Ed.]
This above all: to thine own self be true,
And it must follow, as the night the day,
Thou canst not then be false to any man.
—William Shakespeare, Hamlet Act 1, Scene III

T

he challenging title of this conference, “Be your true self,” brings us directly to the core of the psychosynthesis
process, so beautifully and clearly evoked by Polonius through Shakespeare’s words in Hamlet, “to thine
own self be true.” Arts and poetry go often far beyond psychology in the understanding of the depth and heights
of the human psyche as the great psychologists of the twentieth century have shown. Consider Freud’s inspiring
knowledge of the Greek Tragedy and Assagioli’s love for Dante, Eastern and Western spirituality, Jung‘s study
in depth of Alchemy and of the archetypes of the collective unconscious, Hillman’s unconventional mythological
approach, just to mention a few.
I am aware that psychology needs to be vitalized by symbols, images, myths, and not restricted in a soulless literal
and technical terminology. “Self” is a rather elusive concept in the contemporary landscape of psychology,
philosophy and neurosciences, and its overuse in different contexts and with different meanings may cause some
confusion and misunderstanding. I will briefly try to mention some of the major commonly used significances
of the word “Self” in various approaches. My actual goal is to delve into the theory and practice of psychosynthesis,
where Self is a basic seed thought, though sometimes diversely highlighted. In fact in the psychosynthesis
community we find different views and perspectives on Self, that properly integrated, may lead to further
developments in the overall model and its practical applications.
1. Self as a Subjective Sense of Being.
Donald Winnicott emphasized the idea of the Self
and the distinction between “true self” and “false
self”, and many other psychoanalysts, especially
within the object-relations theory up to Heinz
Kohut with his original Self Psychology, consider
the Self as a core concept, but with different
significant nuances. Experiencing Self, at a primal
level, is a “reflexive” experience. Self is simultaneously the subject and the object of experience.
Merrian-Webster Unabridged Dictionary defines
self as “the integrated unity of subjective experience specifically including those characteristics
and attributes of the experiencing organism of
which it is reflexively aware,” and Webster
Medical Dictionary as “the union of elements
(as body, emotions, thoughts, and sensations)
that constitute the individuality and identity
of a person.”
(Continued on page 5)
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Summarizing, the Self, from a psychoanalytic perspective, is made up of the different elements of the personality
that form a “Me,” distinct from the “Not-me” in each individual. Self can thus be perceived namely as a subjective
sense of being resulting from the identification with significant personality traits. It is seen both as a subjective
experience of our identity and as an objective psychological structure. In psychosynthesis terminology, this would
be the personal self in its identification with the personality.
William James at the very beginning of
1900 had a more complete view of Self, as
he distinguished a “bodily, empirical self,”
a “social self” and a “spiritual self” defined
as a “palpitating inward life, a central
nucleus.” Considering the Self as a pure
experience, James points out, on the one
hand, the continuity of being and, on the
other hand, the ever-changing consciousness, the so called “streams of consciousness.” Antonio Damasio, the outstanding
neuroscientist, in his book Self Comes to
Mind, on how the brain constructs the
conscious mind, offers some interesting
insights on the phenomenology of self and
consciousness, and somehow an integrated
perspective. Damasio distinguishes the self
as a subject, a knower and a witness, from
self as an object. More specifically he assumes that “there is no dichotomy between self-as object and self-as
knower; there is rather a continuity and progression. The self-as knower is grounded on the self-as object.” Of
course he speaks from a merely biological perspective, while we could reversely state from a spiritual point of
view that it is consciousness that constructs the brain, though this would be considered a non-scientific,
metaphysical statement.
Neuroscientist Michael Gazzaniga in Who is in Charge? Free Will and The Science of The Brain, explores the
topic of personal responsibility of the brain and the role of social interactions; from a psychosynthesis perspective
on will and freedom, see Ferrucci, Your Inner Will, 2014. The old pure theoretical dichotomy of spirit and matter
is certainly at present sterile and fruitless; we live in an era of interdisciplinary studies and psychosynthesis could
be an integrative field. Interestingly, Damasio points out three levels of self. The proto-self, the organism’s sense
of physical being, based on neural patterns that map the physical structures of the organism, of which the organism
is not conscious. The core self, related to the emotional state of which the person may be conscious, generated
through encounters between the proto-self and the outer world, the objects of the environment. These two first
levels constitute a “material me.” The autobiographical self, defined in terms of biographical knowledge,
memories of past experiences and anticipations of the future, the conscious idea of self and identity. This level
which embraces all aspects of one’s social persona, constitutes, according to Damasio a “social me” and a
“spiritual me.”
The analogy with William James’ above-mentioned theory of the three selves (bodily, social and spiritual) is
evident, and we may also easily recall Assagioli’s three levels of the personality, physical, emotional and mental.
Damasio, from a very grounded neurological perspective, in his effort to “naturalize” human consciousness
planting it firmly in the brain, comes to similar conclusions, describing a “material me,” a “social me” and a
“spiritual me.” Antonio Damasio also states “the essence of the self is a focusing of the mind on the material
(Continued on page 6)
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organism that it inhabits.” Going beyond strict psychosynthesis terminology, isn’t this a pivotal step to a first
level of disidentification? We may start sensing that we are “a unit of consciousness” that inhabits a physical
organism.
I would now suggest a very simple exercise of self-perception at this very important initial step of our search for
true self, the personal self, that I call the my-self level or the “me-stage,” because here I perceive “my-self” as
distinct from “your-self,” a “me” as separate from a “not-me.”
We cannot overlook this level disconnecting from it through pseudo disidentification, and simply disown this
experience of “my-self,’’ the personality (physical, emotional and mental), in which I find a primal sense of being
and identity, just affirming, “I am not that.” Premature pseudo disidentification can be disruptive and misleading
in some cases, or at best useless in others, and it is often the result of an empathic failure, and a-void-dance of
going thoroughly through the living experience of our identifications. As Tom Yeomans clearly reminds us several
times, “you need to identify before you
can disidentify.” John Firman and Ann
Gila, Tom Yeomans, Molly Brown,
Richard and Bonney Schaub and others
in America, Diana Whitmore, Will
Parfitt, Piero Ferrucci, Massimo Rosselli, Alberto Alberti, Tan Nguyen and
many others in Europe, deserve much
appreciation for their contribution to
ground psychosynthesis into down-toearth psychological life and education,
deepening and developing Assagioli’s
main ideas and bringing them in
different ways into concrete action
Pablo Picasso: Self-portraits at the ages of 19, 26, and 90
and practice.
Reflecting on my personal experience, the sometimes criticized “I am not” formulation (“I have a body, but I am
not my body” etc.) in the original Assagioli’s disidentification exercise, if properly adopted, works best specially
in advanced stages of psychosynthesis, as a rapid and effective technique, that may be briefly used several times
throughout the day. The goal of disidentification is to discover a center of pure awareness which is not the
personality; consequently Assagioli’s original disidentification exercise has an “affirmative thrust” (see
Beverly Besmer’s interview in April 1974) that should not be overlooked, since it is also rooted in old
eastern spiritual traditions.
I perceive this center not only as pure awareness and will, but also as empathy, love and pure acceptance, that I
will be naturally able to transmit, radiate onto others in therapy, counseling and mostly in life (on spiritual empathy
as related to Self, see Gila and Firman, Psychotherapy of Love, and on a unified perspective and on the
psychodynamic resistances to empathy a very recent book by Agosta, A Rumor of Empathy, 2015). Splitting
non-empathically from our sentient body, emotions and feelings, or intruding thoughts, labeling them as objects
we possess, proclaiming our ownership over them in order to control or just suppress them, might not be authentic
and with the best intentions form a pathological defense towards the empathic, loving disidentification actually
leading to the realm of being.
What I propose here is to get deeper into the recognition of this “my-self level” (physical, emotional and mental),
exploring our true identifications, and becoming fully aware of our sensations, feelings and thoughts in the present
(Continued on page 7)
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moment and possibly unmasking our habitual and recurring patterns throughout our life. This will naturally
achieve disidentification at a first stage of the path, maybe more effectively than through a direct impact (For a
revised disidentification exercise, see O’Regan, Reflections on the art of disidentification, in Psychosynthesis
Year Book IV; Gila and Firman, Psychosynthesis: A Psychology of The Spirit, 2002, Firman, “I” And Self, 1991).
Let’s now get to the exercise in a condensed version.
Please get comfortable, gently close your eyes, take some deep breaths, allow your body to relax,
and imagine you are entering your private movie theater. Find your own seat and observe the
white screen. Let images of yourselves emerge, observe and feel empathically some episodes of
your own life, aspects of your personality you tend to identify with, feel your sense of self, whatever
comes to mind.
Visualize vividly in the screen occasions when you could not truly be yourself, when you did not
feel free to choose, when you painfully betrayed your authentic desires and aspirations, your true
calling. Try to feel your body, becoming aware of how your emotions and thoughts affect your
physical dimension, here and now as you observe as a witness, as an empathic spectator.
Don’t disconnect; notice how it feels to allow your “false self” to manifest, and seek to radiate
love and compassion onto it.
Now you may observe with “loving understanding” your habitual patterns in your relationships
and your tendency to repeat the same patterns with different persons. See how your sense of
individual identity and your relational self are deeply interwoven. You may observe in the screen
your different sub-personalities constituting your cohesive sense of “Me”; stay focused on your
sense of self, just as you perceive it, in your physical, emotional and mental life.
You may now visualize situations when you were most at ease, when you could truly be yourself,
when you felt free to make your own choices, express yourself creatively, to follow your true
purpose in life; be aware of how it feels to be just as you are; radiate gratitude and love onto your
“true self.”
Now let both images or symbols of yourself (true and false) meet, hold them together; realize that
they both make sense in your life, that even your “false self” was a step to this present moment.
You are the observer, and you may now decide to be the director of your own film; you may choose
to “be your true self.”
Slowly let the images dissolve, breathe deeply and take your own time to open your eyes and come
back to this room. You may take notes on this experience.
The attitude of the observer can be achieved both directly and indirectly, and in numerous ways. For instance, in
psychotherapy, whatever approach you may choose, when patients bring up the story of their lives or talk about
their symptoms to an empathic therapist, they progressively develop an inner point of observation. The empathic
therapist is always a “secure base,” or an “external unifying center.” In psychosynthesis terminology, “I” emerges;
thus a first, though indirect, connection to “Self” is established.
In my practice I sometimes use free association, the basic rule of psychoanalysis, not only as a technique to explore
the unconscious in depth, when necessary, but also as an exercise of acceptance and curiosity of the person about
(Continued on page 8)
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herself in a non-judgmental space, eventually leading to some
kind of disidentification. Freud used the following effective
metaphor presenting this technique to his patients: “act as
though you were a traveler sitting next to the window of a
railway carriage and describing to someone inside the carriage
the changing views you see outside,”(Freud, 1913, On the
beginning of treatment, p.135). In Europe we still fortunately
travel by train, though trains run much faster than in Freud’s
time, so I can deeply appreciate the analogy of the observing
passenger of the changing landscapes of our psyche.
2. Stories of Self Hidden in Darkness
In Psychosynthesis, a clear distinction between personal
psychosynthesis and transpersonal (or spiritual) psychosynthesis is traditionally emphasized. An integrated personality is the
basic ground for any further psycho-spiritual development but,
in my personal and professional experience, the light of Self
sometimes shines even in the darkest times and places. We
may recall how Assagioli appreciated the mystical expression
“dark night of the soul,” and I much resonate with Tom
Yeomans’ reflections on “The Soul’s Dark Light” (Occasional
Note # 9).
At this point I want to share with you two clinical stories.
In psychotherapy I certainly prefer the word “patient,” which is etymologically related to a sentient and suffering
human being, rather than “client,” which is more business oriented and generic. “Patient” might sound too medical,
and my favored expression is “fellow traveler on the path,” but that would be too long. So a person, I will call
Mario, in his late twenties came to therapy many years ago in a tremendous crisis, depressed and with a severe
compulsion to look continuously in the mirror in order to check if his face was okay. This “compulsive mirror
checking” was not in my view just a symptom of an OCD (obsessive-compulsive disorder) and/or of a “body
dysmorphic disorder,” but a painful actual search for true self. In our first session, Mario, besides a detailed report
on his symptoms, brought up a dream in which he was at the Academy of Rome where he suddenly realized that
they had a precious “oriental treasure” in the basement that they were not aware of. In our second meeting, Mario
told me another disturbing dream in which he discovered he had killed Jesus, and felt very guilty about it.
Working with these dreams, Mario associated to the “oriental treasure” his past studies on eastern languages and
philosophies, very meaningful to him, but strongly despised and opposed by his father. He eventually abandoned
the field of eastern studies after a doctoral degree and a few years teaching at the University as an assistant
professor, to join a “secure” administrative job at a post office, according to his father’s will. And to Jesus, Mario
associated the courage to be truly oneself, to follow her/his authentic calling. From the very beginning of our
therapy Mario became unexpectedly aware that he was somehow betraying himself. I had the impression he was
looking in the mirror in a desperate effort to see his real self underneath the mask of his false self.
We may easily assume through the powerful symbols of the “oriental treasure” and “Jesus,” and through his
severe clinical symptoms, that “Self” was talking to Mario in the midst of an intense crisis, but it took a couple
of years to work through this initial insight, allowing Mario to establish a more empathic relationship to himself.
(Continued on page 9)
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Through “compulsive mirror checking,” Mario eventually found his true self, and Self found him. He could finally
accept his inner “oriental treasure” and integrate it, in his own way, with his original western Christianity. His
inner and outer life could finally creatively change and the “compulsive mirror checking” gradually disappeared;
it had attained its goal. As we can see, no peak experiences, no workshops, nor spiritual retreats, no vision quests,
just psychiatric symptoms as a painful way to Self. Of course, this does not imply that all obsessive-compulsive
symptoms have the same destiny. Sometimes people have to cope with them all their lives, and still symptoms
might occasionally make sense and act as a container for an unbearable depression.
As a curious synchronicity, Mario called me a few months ago after twenty-two years and asked me for an
appointment. He wasn’t even sure I would remember him after such a long time, but I could honestly reassure
him, since I was thinking of him in relation to the sentence “be your true self.” We met and he updated me about
his life; he told me the good things, but also the bad things, the challenges and losses he went through over the
years. He was surprised I could recall so many details of his story and dreams. We both expressed our reciprocal
gratitude; I took the opportunity to ask Mario permission to speak about him here, at this conference. It doesn’t
happen very often to see patients after so many years and follow up their actual changes throughout a long
life span.
I will briefly mention another human story as an example of how Self may hide in the darkest places. A young
man, a gifted and successful professional, age thirty-five, came to psychotherapy for an existential and spiritual
crisis. Without specific symptoms, he was unhappy and apparently did not know why. When patients come to
therapy and tell me that they have attained everything they could, that they really should be happy, still “something
is missing,” I know “Self is missing,” but sometimes it takes “a long and winding road.” After months he could
finally trust our therapeutic relationship enough to “confess” a symptom he was very ashamed about; he was
clinically affected by “frotteurism,” a paraphilia in which a person derives sexual pleasure by rubbing his genitals
against another unaware, non-consenting person, usually in a crowd.
I will cut a long story short, and go straight to the point: this guy had a strong calling, painfully avoided. We had
to work regularly for about five years before he could eventually listen to the “still small voice” of Self, and
follow his personal path. He manifested an even more intense form of shame when he “confessed” his true
repressed, spiritual and professional calling that he couldn’t even allow himself to consider when he made the
major choices of his life. Again we should not generalize; most of the times people affected by “frotteurism”
don’t even go to therapy, they end up in court.
Assagioli, who from the very beginning of his research carefully explored “Self-realization and Psychological
Disturbances,” distinguishing between merely clinical disorders and spirituality-related disorders, was mostly
interested in the heights of the psyche. Using
his terminology, he was more inclined to supraversion than to sub-version. Though in the
Institute in Florence the shadow was not often
directly addressed (see Chris Robertson’s
work on Revision’s website), we are very
aware that sometimes the “descent into hell”
is a necessary step.
According to a famous Chassidic saying,
“descending is for the sake of ascending,”
(“yeridà tzorech aliyà” in Hebrew), and we find
a similar idea in several traditions. Dante’s
(Continued on page 10)
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Divine Comedy, for instance, according to Assagioli, could be compared to the psychosynthesis journey, and
Bonney and Richard Schaub beautifully explored Dante’s Path. Tom Yeomans deeply points out the importance
of the “principle of descendence” and explains that without darkness, “we remain mere light, without depth and
dimension; we deny the destructive aspects of darkness which are within us, and we fail to own the creative
aspects that are needed for a full life on earth”(Occasional note #7).
An interesting perspective on the distinction between ascending and descending currents within transpersonal
psychology approaches can be found in Daniels, Shadow, Self, Spirit, though this author seems to completely
disregard the descending dimension in psychosynthesis, as he simply writes that “ Assagioli talks about the higher
unconscious and the higher Self,” overlooking in this respect the multidimensional complexity of psychosynthesis,
and Assagioli’s view of psychoanalysis as a “first and necessary stage” of psychosynthesis.
Assagioli was overtly concerned with the heights of the psyche; his announced forthcoming book—unfortunately
never published—had a very unambiguous title, Height Psychology and the Self. In the Introduction, quoted by
Besner in the mentioned interview, Assagioli explains the common resistances towards the words “high” and
“heights,” and the often-attached inappropriate moralistic attitude. His emphasis on height psychology, as in
Maslow, is to counterbalance depth psychology and its excessive focus on pathology and on the way downward.
But times have changed, and currently even Freudian psychoanalysis discovered the spiritual dimension. An
interesting book by Michael Eigen, The Psychoanalytic Mystic, explores spirituality and mysticism within
psychoanalysis (see also Symington, Emotion and Spirit; and Gargiulo, Psyche, Self and Soul: Rethinking
Psychoanalysis, Self and Spirituality (2004); even the traditional neglecting and pathologizing psychoanalytic
attitude towards religion has deeply changed, as we can appreciate in a publication edited by David M. Black,
Psychoanalysis and Religion in the 21st Century, London 2006.
But psyche and spirit evoke connection and conflict at the same time. Probably some of us might have experienced
in therapy that patients on a spiritual path are very suspicious towards psychology and psychotherapy, fearing
that psychotherapy could interfere with their spiritual practices and lead them astray.
3. Self between Psyche and Spirit
We are currently facing a spiritual “revolution”; spirit can no longer be confined in institutional religions or in
popular new-age organizations and groups. Humanity’s search for spirit is all-pervasive and we perceive it in all
walks of life, even in science. An Australian Jungian analyst, David Tacey, wrote a passionate book on this
phenomenon, The Spirituality Revolution (2004), and in a more recent book, The Darkening Spirit, Jung,
Spirituality, Religion (2013), Tacey explores the subject from a more specific psychological perspective, but
unfortunately doesn’t seem to be aware of the existence of psychosynthesis.
Psychosynthesis has been defined as “a psychology of the spirit” (Gila and Firman), or “a psychology with soul”
(Jean Hardy). According to Assagioli, “transpersonal” also means spiritual, but psychosynthesis itself is certainly
not a spiritual path but a neutral, healthy way to it. Richard and Bonney Schaub, in Transpersonal Development
(2013), explain the difference between the two terms, and consider “transpersonal” more grounded in our actual
nature and the inherent capacities of our mind. In fact, by going beyond our normal understanding of “who we
are,” at the same time “we become more of who we are.” Nevertheless Richard and Bonney, despite these
distinctions, chose to use the terms spiritual and transpersonal interchangeably. Molly Brown, in Growing Whole
(2009) p.36, encourages the reader to get deeper into the terms Soul, Self, and Spirit, also considering Plotkin’s
reflections on Nature and the Human Soul (2008); and we could actually consider integrating in psychosynthesis
a more soul-centered attitude towards nature.

(Continued on page 11)
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From a different perspective, in Peaks and Vales: The Soul/Spirit Distinction as Basis for the Differences between
Psychotherapy and Spiritual Discipline, (Senex and Puer, CW, 2013), James Hillman points out the strong conflict
between the two, clearly from the point of view of the soul at war with spirit; he even expresses his gratitude to
Maslow “for having reintroduced pneuma (spirit) into psychology,” but blames him for confusing spirit with
psyche. Reading Hillman is for me often amazingly “homeopathic”; it is simultaneously fascinating and disturbing.
He drags me down into the vales, but eventually, beyond his intentions, lifts me up to the peaks of spirit more
than most of the simplistic, new age, self-help, edifying literature.
Actually psychology is having a hard time rediscovering the soul in the most acceptable and largest meaning,
consequently including spirit within its frame, not an easy task. The term “self “ is pivotal in this respect.
Sociologist of religions Paul Heelas, in his book on The New Age Movement, The Celebration of the Self and the
Sacralization of Modernity (1996), mentions the “religion of the Self,” and Christopher Lash in his popular The
Culture of Narcissism (1979) explores “the banality of pseudo Self-Awareness.” On the one hand, psychologists,
neuroscientists and even Freudian psychoanalysts show appreciation for the term “self”; on the other hand, there
are areas of research where the same word can be also perceived as controversial.
Certainly the spiritual dimension has entered the “forbidden” zone of psychology through William James, Jung,
Maslow, Frankl, Fromm, May, Wilber, Assagioli and several others, but in this context psychosynthesis has a
unique role and mission to accomplish, as I will soon try to point out. But let me tell you a personal story first.
4. From selfies to Self
Smartphone selfies have been currently strongly pathologized in terms
of a narcissistic epidemic. I don’t intend to get into that, but only want
to share with you how struck I was a few weeks ago. Meditating on the
“ubiquity of Self,” wondering where Self was, I decided to take a walk
in the heart of Rome, and saw hundreds of people from all over the
world happily taking selfies.
Searching for Self, I only found selfies—an awkward synchronicity,
maybe.
I could appreciate the semantic connection between selfies and Self,
and was wondering if there was something more underneath. Suddenly
an American young couple asked me how to get to the “Bocca della
Verità” (Mouth of Truth), which is a sculpture of a face-like man located
in the portico of a church. According to an old tradition, if someone
doesn’t tell the truth with his hand in the mouth of the statue the hand
would be bitten off. Normally kids, who are more aware of their lies,
refuse the whole procedure, but adult tourists spend hours standing in line just to insert their hands in the mouth
of the sculpture and enjoy the experience safely. I asked the couple if they would take more selfies there. “Of
course” said the lady, “the picture is going to tell us the truth about our relationship,” and then she added, “it is
all about telling the truth and finding the courage to share it.” After showing them the way to the Bocca della
Verità, I said, “Thanks, I’ll think about this; enjoy the truth.”
I don’t want to sound too idealistic or romantic, but I thought that even selfies might occasionally hide a
“cry for Self.”

(Continued on page 12)
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5. Self as a God Within
Christopher Bollas, a distinguished American-British psychoanalyst, in his book Cracking up (1995), (in a chapter
entitled What Is This Thing called Self?), even mentions the notion of “a God living within each of us” and states
that “sometimes the self feels like a kind of transcendental presence, an authorizing agent greater than the sum
of the self experiences which we can know in life but unknowable as a thing-in-itself (p.165).”
Carl Gustav Jung theorizes the Self as an archetype, striving for wholeness; it is at the core of the process of
individuation. “The Self is not only the center, but also the whole circumference which embraces the conscious
and the unconscious”; it is expressed by numinous symbols representing often a God-image. In Aion, Researches
into the Phenomenology of the Self, (1951), Jung deeply explores the image of Christ as symbol of the Self, but
he is adamant in distinguishing psychology from metaphysics, insisting that his psychological view is only
phenomenological, and has nothing to do with the truths of theology and religion.
Assagioli considers “Jung the closest and most akin to the conception and practice of psychosynthesis” (Jung and
Psychosynthesis), and in three lectures examines the analogies and differences between the two approaches.
Recently Rosselli and Vanni, in Roberto Assagioli and Carl Gustav Jung (2014), explore in depth the relationships
between the two authors both historically and theoretically.
But what I find really unique in psychosynthesis is the explicit introduction of the spiritual dimension in harmonic
relation and continuity to the merely psychological dimension through the notion of Self, the Higher Self,
Transpersonal Self—whatever term we may prefer—as an ontological entity, and not just as a psychological
reality. The recognition of a Spiritual Self is a basic assumption that informs the whole psychosynthesis theory
and practice.
Assagioli doesn’t argue what spirit in its essence may be. He specifically states, “we consider that the spiritual
is as basic as the material part of man…. We accept the idea that spiritual drives or spiritual urges are as real, as
basic and fundamental as sexual and aggressive drives,” (Assagioli, Psychosynthesis, 1965, p. 171). Assagioli is
not actually forcing upon psychology a metaphysical or theological theory, and emphasizes his neutrality towards
spiritual and religious choices, but clearly introduces in the life of the psyche facts related to spirit. He was also
envisioning a “Science of the Self,” of its energies and manifestations.
In Talks on The Self, a conversation with
English-speaking students, he clearly
speaks of Self as an ontological entity,
comparing it to Aristotle’s “Immovable
Mover”or “Unmoved Mover.” According
to Aristotle, “there must be an immortal,
unchanging being, ultimately responsible
for all wholeness and orderliness in the
sensible world,” (Metaphysics Book 12).
Assagioli insists that we are subjective
beings, even our spiritual experiences are
transient, are living processes, belong to
the world of becoming, while Self is
stable, firm, permanent; it is “Pure Being,”
but paradoxically acts and radiates.

(Continued on page 13)
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In my opinion this is an explicit philosophical basic assumption, which is inevitable in science, and is epistemologically
correct. Even the most materialistic, empirical approaches are
based sometimes on opposite explicit theoretical postulates.
What I am worried most about are implicit, non-declared, and
sometimes unconscious premises.
A major topic in the psychosynthesis community at present
is the ”geographical” location of the Higher Self in the egg
diagram, but Assagioli’s idea of a coexisting immanence and
transcendence of Self, deepened by Gila and Firman, may
also be found in Jung and in several philosophers. As we
know, Gila and Firman and others have revised the egg
diagram, not representing Self on the apex, and Self as an
absent presence is so more emphasized and all pervasive. In
my view, this location is symbolically and theoretically very
significant, especially if compared to traditional diagrams like
the Kabbalistic tree of life, or the different levels of the
soul, “nefesh, ruach and neshamah” in Judaism, or the maps of Chakras. On the relationship of the Tree of
Life and the Egg Diagram, see Will Parfitt, Psychosynthesis, The Elements and Beyond, 2003 p. 160 ff.;
Tresenfeld, Psychosynthesis and Kabbalah in Opening Inner Gates (edited by Hoffman); Kramer, Hidden
Faces of the Soul, 2000.
I personally had great conversations with John and Ann, in
total agreement with the reasons
that motivated the egg diagram’s revision, but always
maintained the original diagram
as a psychosynthesis mandala.
Clinically and experientially I
perceive Self everywhere; what
changes is the frequency of the
energy vibration, depending on
the level of its action and
expression. Consequently, Self
has not the same vibration when
radiating in the darkest areas of
the lower unconscious as when
it radiates on different higher
levels; but it is always there
radiating, manifesting itself as “pure being” through the dense clouds of pain and crises and the joy of creativity.
Thus I agree with Tom Yeomans and others on the complementarity of both directions downward and upward;
they are both part of the evolutionary journey.
If we want to get deeper into psychosynthesis we shouldn’t overlook the variegated roots of Assagioli’s experience
including eastern and western philosophies and psychologies within the spirit of synthesis that animated all his
research from the very beginning.
(Continued on page 14)
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6. Self is everywhere

We may notice continuity between personal self, Transpersonal Self and Universal Self, being a Living Self as
an aspect of the Universal Self (see Assagioli, The Act of Will, 1973 p. 89). Assagioli, in his mentioned Talks On
the Self, invites us to proclaim and celebrate the Self, and paradoxically states that “essentially we cannot celebrate
the Self except being the Self”; only from the personal self, the personality, may we celebrate the Higher Self,
which in my experience is also a Deeper Self.
Again, Higher Self is never attained avoiding the depth of the psyche, severing the roots of the unconscious to
fly high—that would never work. I would say “the higher the deeper, the deeper the higher.” After more than
thirty years of psychotherapeutic practice I learn every day that actual transformation is always attained underneath
the surface: “the deeper the roots, the higher the tree.” My view on the ubiquity of Self is based on the clear
perception of its silent presence in the overall human experience, including nature, beauty and arts, mysticism
and philosophy, depression and psychological symptoms, health and illness, even beyond strict subjectivity.
Paraphrasing Joanna Macy, we may see the “World as Lover, and the World as Self.”
According to Assagioli we don’t have a Self, but Self has us, and on the transpersonal dimension there is no such
a thing as “my-self” or “your-self,” but just Self. Self needs to be grounded, embodied in what I call the “me-stage,”
possibly in my “true self,” a Self-infused, integrated personality which is the basic channel for Self, thus for
authentic interpersonal relationships, solidarity and joyous service.
The Ubiquitous Self I am suggesting can hold together both the Higher and the Deeper Self in the psychosynthesis
process as a dynamic personal and transpersonal integration, through Self as Pure Being and Unity. Personal and
transpersonal psychosynthesis become part of an integrated whole in their interplay. A receptivity to Self is
essential from the very beginning of the work, of course with the awareness of the different vibrational levels we
may face and address. Actually through pathology and symptoms we perceive Self as an absent presence; feeling
disconnected from our true Self is very painful, but it is often an authentic opportunity to reconnect to our own
essence and to our true calling.
(Continued on page 15)
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Knowing the Self beyond understanding,
Sustain the Self with the Self.
Bhagavad-Gita (III, 42)
Consequently I wouldn’t emphasize the experience of Self as an object, which would be an experience of duality,
but the vital experience of Self through Self, as an Erlebnis, using a German word for subjective, lived, immanent
experience. The term Erlebnis was mostly explored by philosophers such as Husserl, Dilthey and Gadamer, and
in psychopathology by Jaspers, but unfortunately less and less used in current spoken language, as far as I know.
Self is everywhere as a living subject, it is “consciousness without an object,” quoting Franklin Merrell-Wolf
(1887-1985) an Assagioli contemporary and outstanding American philosopher, whose book Experience and
Philosophy (1994) I highly recommend to psychologists. “Consciousness without an object is”—these few simple
words summarize the permanence and stable sense of pure being of the I-Self–Consciousness in its dynamic
interplay with the ever-changing contents, the transient objects of consciousness.
7. Healing Self: A Chassidic Story
I want to conclude with a Chassidic story by the great Master, Rebbe Nachman from Bratislava. It is quite popular,
and maybe some of you have heard it already, but these stories are meant to be repeated several times. I find this
tale very therapeutic and have used it over the years in individual and group therapy.
THE TURKEY PRINCE
Once the king's son went mad. He thought he was a turkey. He felt compelled to sit under the table
without any clothes on, pulling at bits of bread and bones like a turkey. None of the doctors could
do anything to help him or cure him, and they gave up in despair. The king was very sad . . .
Until a Wise Man came and said "I can cure him."
What did the Wise Man do? He took off all his clothes, and sat down naked under the table next
to the king's son, and also pulled at crumbs and bones.
The Prince asked him, "Who are you and what are you doing here?"
"And what are you doing here?" replied the Wise Man.
"I am a turkey," said the Prince.
"Well I'm also a turkey," said the Wise Man.
The two of them sat there together like this for some time, until they were used to one another.
Then the Wise Man gave a sign, and they threw them shirts. The Wise Man-Turkey said to the
king's son, "Do you think a turkey can't wear a shirt? You can wear a shirt and still be a turkey."
The two of them put on shirts.
After a while he gave another sign, and they threw them some trousers. Again the Wise Man said,
"Do you think if you wear trousers you can't be a turkey?" They put on the trousers.
One by one they put on the rest of their clothes in the same way.
Afterwards, the Wise Man gave a sign and they put down human food from the table. The Wise
Man said to the Prince, "Do you think that if you eat good food you can't be a turkey anymore?
You can eat this food and still be a turkey." They ate.
Then he said to him, "Do you think a turkey has to sit under the table? You can be a turkey and
sit up at the table."
This was how the Wise Man dealt with the Prince, until in the end he cured him completely.

(Continued on page 16)
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I leave it to you, as it is, with no personal commentary. Let it speak to you personally somehow. I can only mention
an old saying that goes “anyone who believes a Chassidic story is gullible, but anyone who doesn’t believe a
Chassidic story is a misbeliever.” So another paradox, and I still wonder if I am a turkey or a Prince, or maybe
sometimes a Wise Man. ◙

Dr. Yoav Dattilo is a Psychologist, Training Psychotherapist and Clinical Supervisor; he is
Former President of SIPT (Italian Society for Psychosynthesis Psychotherapy), in Rome, Italy.

If you enjoy reading Psychosynthesis Quarterly,
please consider joining or supporting the Association
for the Advancement of Psychosynthesis (AAP) and
supporting the work of sharing psychosynthesis in a
wider context. Membership in AAP supports a variety of
activities, including publication of the Quarterly. To join,
go to http://aap-psychosynthesis.org/join-aap/
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Announcing the Publication of
FREEDOM IN JAIL

The Istituto di Psicosintesi is happy to announce the publication
Freedom in Jail, its first book in their new series Quaderni
dell’Archivio Assagioli (Archivio Assagioli Notebooks).
Roberto Assagioli intended that his “prison diary” might become an
autobiographical account of the time he spent in Regina Coeli prison
under the fascist regime in 1940. Now held in the Archivio Assagioli
in Florence and curated by Gruppo alle Fonti, the manuscript was
never completed. Nevertheless, Freedom in Jail offers a vivid picture
of Assagioli’s experience through multiple lenses – from the raw
concreteness of everyday events to his interior world. Throughout his
testimony, Assagioli offers a personal example of how to use difficult
life events as an opportunity to develop one's personal and spiritual
psychosynthesis.
Freedom in Jail also provides—for the first time—an intimate look at
Assagioli's own trials and profound insights as he uses his
psychosynthesis concepts and techniques towards personal
transformation and self-realization.
This book is a priceless testimony for anyone wanting to learn the
process through which Roberto Assagioli realized “inner freedom,
pure freedom… attained rising above the fetters, a sense of
expansion…”
Edited, annotated and introduced by Catherine Ann Lombard, and supported by a grant from AAP, Freedom in
Jail is now available in English, the original language of Assagioli’s manuscript. Ro
Books will be available for purchase at the International Conference Psychosynthesis for the Future in
Taormina, Sicily, June 2-5, and during Assagioli Appreciation Day in London on 3 July. Gruppo alle Fonti
hopes to publish and distribute Freedom in Jail in the North America later this year.
Since 2006, Gruppo alle Fonti has been dedicated to cataloging and curating the material of the founder of
Psychosynthesis, with the intent of highlighting Roberto Assagioli’s valuable writings and contribution. To this
end, Gruppo alle Fonti created www.archivioassagioli.org where one can consult archive materials online. The
Istituto di Psicosintesi hosts national and international meetings at Casa Assagioli in Florence and aims to
publish Assagioli’s unreleased and relatively unknown writings.
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IN MEMORIAM
Sister Paul D’Ornellas
1930 – January 18, 2016
Mary Kelso, PhD
Sr. Paul D'Ornellas, a member of Sisters of St. Joseph of Cluny, died on
January 18, 2016 at 85 years of age. She devoted her life to education and
service. She touched the lives of thousands of pupils during her 35 years of
experience in teaching and educational administration, 25 years of which
were spent as principal of St Joseph's Convent, San Fernando, and then St
Joseph's Convent, Port of Spain. She was educated in England and obtained
a BS degree from the University of London as well as MEd and MA degrees
from the University of Birmingham. She trained in counseling in England,
Ireland and the USA.
Sr. Paul served on numerous government and non-government committees on educational development, and on
the boards of several charitable organizations. In February 1992, she formally established the Foundation for
Human Development to address the breakdown of family and community in contemporary society. This
foundation became committed to fostering attitudes and skills that facilitate authentic personal, spiritual and
social development, and transformation. Sr. Paul served as the president of the Foundation from 1992 to 2011 and
continued to serve as a director after that time. Psychosynthesis programs are offered as part of the foundation’s
offerings.
Sr. Paul became acquainted with psychosynthesis in London and found value in Assagioli’s teachings. She was
committed to integrating psychosynthesis into the teachings of the Foundation. Psychosynthesis International
provided on-line education and on-site personal training to a core of seven students living in Trinidad. Those
students completed the 22 sequential lessons and third year project required for certification by Psychosynthesis
International and they now provide ongoing workshops and residential programs for the Foundation for Human
Development, applying psychosynthesis within the cultural context. AAP members who attended the Kentucky
Conference in 2006 may remember meeting Sr. Paul there.
Sr. Paul also served in Trinidad and Tobago as coordinator of Contemplative Outreach, a worldwide network of
faith communities. She was a recipient of the Public Service Medal, Gold. In 2012, when Trinidad celebrated 50
years of independence, the Ministry of Education identified 50 education icons; Sr. Paul was one of those
identified. She participated in the march Trinidad and Tobago Unified Teachers Association held in its fight for
recognition. She led her staff in the march around the Red House as teachers clamored for official recognition
from the State.
She played a pivotal role in establishing a strong, successful foundation for the education of girls, at a time when
Trinidad and Tobago was a newly independent nation, aspiring to build its foundation of equality, justice and
progress for all citizens. Sr. Paul met with people of all religious persuasions and made an immense contribution
to education and community development. She served selflessly throughout her life and touched countless people.
While we are sad she is no longer with us, she leaves a legacy as an inspiring and pioneering humanitarian and
educator for all to emulate. May we keep her alive in our hearts with our love, and by striving to manifest what
she has shared with us. ◙
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PSYCHOSYNTHESIS AND CHAOS THEORY
Jan Kuniholm

I

n the 1970s, when Roberto Assagioli was envisioning his “fifth force” of bioenergetics as the next wave in the
development of psychology—as well as a framework “to investigate all forces existent in the universe and their
interaction”—a new approach to science was being developed, or discovered, that would provide some of the larger
context for which Assagioli and many others were seeking. What has come to be known as “chaos theory” should
be called “synthesis theory,” in my opinion, because it incorporates—and finds in the natural world—just the features
that we who work in psychosynthesis hold basic.
Chaos theory is being developed by many people, and the science has antecedents that go back more than a hundred
years, just as relativity theory had roots that went back before Einstein. John Briggs and F. David Peat have written
two books that illuminate the fundamental aspects of chaos theory and its implications for people like me, who have
no background in theoretical physics or higher mathematics but who want to understand the connections that join
aspects of physics, biology, psychology, art, philosophy, ecology, and the larger experience of the world. I am just
amazed that it took me this long to discover these works, which provide a wonderful context in which to connect
psychosynthesis to other aspects of art, science, and culture.
In their first book, Turbulent Mirror—An Illustrated Guide to Chaos Theory and the
Science of Wholeness, published in 1989, Briggs and Peat show how chaos theory
developed out of the groundbreaking discovery of Edward Lorenz, a meteorologist
who saw, by accident in the 1970s, that the so-called “butterfly effect” was more than
a proverb. He found that in his weather forecasts, a change of a minuscule amount in
the input of his data resulted in a totally different weather forecast. His major insight
was that because most of the phenomena in the natural world are built by “iteration”—in
which the results of one process become the inputs of the process as it is repeated—then
tiny changes anywhere can produce massive effects, often where they are least
expected—the fluttering of the wings of a butterfly in Brazil can cause a tornado in
Texas. The second significant contributor to the new theory was Benoit Mandelbrot,
who discovered that because there are “irrational” numbers—that cannot be reduced
to neat, linear equations or ratios—lying between all rational numbers, no matter what
mathematical model is being used, then the precision that all the traditional sciences are based upon is an assumption
that is, in reality, ultimately impossible. Mandelbrot developed what is called “fractal geometry” as a mathematics
that more accurately maps the reality we live in, with its irregularities, its qualities, its unpredictabilities lying within
what seems to be predictable.
The results of these two fundamental insights are manifold; Turbulent Mirror proceeds to show us the science and
methods, and develop our understanding of the basis of chaos theory. The authors do it brilliantly, in a way that is
clear even to non-science and non-math people. A fundamental insight is developed that “chaos” and “order” are in
fact correlative terms—the poles of a single universal phenomenon, in which chaos—unpredictable activity—
inevitably leads to order, and “order”—seemingly linear, “neat” activity—inevitably leads to chaos, or unpredictable
phenomena. It is a short hop for me to see that ultimately this theory will provide the opening for us to demonstrate
the reality of the will in a scientifically “respectable” manner. Classical sciences have largely tried to reduce
phenomena of consciousness such as the will to “epiphenomena,” and I believe that chaos theory may provide the
basis to inject the will and psychological functions into scientific discussions and inquiries as primary phenomena
worthy of study.
Their second book, Seven Life Lessons of Chaos—Spiritual Wisdom From the Science of Change, published in 1999,
draws on the science described in their first book to show us that “chaos theory,” unlike classical science, is quite
(Continued on page 20)
19

(Continued from page 19)

directly applicable to the turbulent world we live in, rather than the neat “theoretical”
universe of earlier scientific models. They extract seven core principles that are
applicable to numerous aspects of human experience, including psychology, and show
us how to live with them. This book could well be a companion to any psychosynthesis
textbook or class, for it shows a scientific basis in chaos theory for non-duality,
synthesis of polarities, self-organization of systems and groups, “both/and” rather
than “either/or” thinking, interaction between linear and non-linear processes, and
the fundamental reality of irregular motion in human life—among other things!
I think Roberto Assagioli would be absolutely delighted to read these books. In his
exploration of the “fifth force” in psychology, he was exploring the connections
between psychology and energy, and delved into the new discoveries in the basic
sciences with great interest. For me, the biggest take-home from reading about chaos
theory is the knowledge that this approach to the sciences finally makes explicit room
for quality. Classical sciences in every discipline have been founded on quantification
that limits the scientific endeavor to the so-called “objective” observation of
phenomena, based upon the assumption the sufficiently accurate and precise measurement will reveal the fundamental
reality of the subject being observed. The result has been both materialism and reductionism in all the sciences, and
an exclusion of all that was “chaotic,” subjective, imprecise, and non-repeatable.
The new “chaos” theory has demonstrated that the ideal of ultimate mathematical precision and accuracy is a
chimera—an ideal and no more, that has been imposed on reality by theorists. The results have been statistics and
approximations which do damage to people, to societies, and to the planet. The new science explicitly embraces
holism as a fundamental axiom—the contrary of the fragmented sciences we grew up with, that tried to break
everything down into its parts. Chaos theory is founded on the realization that wholes and parts are correlative terms,
and that analyzing parts without attention to wholes is myopic, unrealistic—and ultimately inaccurate and
unproductive. And amazingly, these writers suggest that the new sciences proceed from the insights of Heisenberg
that suggest that pure “objective” science is truly impossible, because observers are participants in the reality they
study—a fact that psychosynthesis practitioners know from experience.
I find this to be wonderfully exciting, and have to add that the snippets I have shared do not begin to cover the wide
range of implications that the new theoretical approach has for us. Assagioli always wanted psychosynthesis to be a
scientific discipline, and yet found that the prevailing doctrines of science were so narrow and restricted that our
synthetic psychology could not find a home in them. The prevailing psychological schools of our day are still rooted
in linear quantitative science, and I found that the only book on the market that tries to relate psychology to chaos
theory still seems to be thoroughly immersed in quantification and data. Here is an opening for psychosynthesis! I
believe that we will find that the expansive approach to scientific method used by chaos theorists is very compatible
with Assagioli’s vision, and that it will serve us well to explore all the possible connections between chaos theory
and psychosynthesis.
I simply don’t have time to give you more, and I hope my little “bell-ringing” will inspire you to check out these
books for yourself. If you have been thirsting for a context in which to see psychosynthesis settle harmoniously, I
think you will find it in chaos theory. I also think that chaos theory will eventually provide one of the entrees for
psychosynthesis into the mainstream of psychology and science. Chaos theory itself is not yet mainstream, and
traditional linear science is still taught and practiced by the majority nearly everywhere, but there is change on the
horizon. Psychosynthesis is part of that change. ◙
Jan Kuniholm is editor of Psychosynthesis Quarterly and former Cochair of the Association for the Advancement of
Psychosynthesis (AAP).
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The Call of Self in Chronic Illness
Dorothy Firman, EdD
The Call of Self
Psychosynthesis has been described as a spiritual psychology, a psychology with a soul, i.e. a psychology which
includes the different dimensions of man: body, mind, emotions, soul and social expression. Assagioli, the founder,
called it “a method of psychological development and Self-realization…” (Assagioli, 2000, p.26). What stands
out, after 100 years, is that it is a psychology that serves human beings in their wholeness. It assumes a potential
for conscious evolution, which means, for any individual or group, the possibility of moving through life’s
challenges and difficulties in a conscious and healthy way. The core principles and practices of psychosynthesis
support this conscious evolution, across the whole spectrum of human experience, from historical trauma to current
life issues, into finally, the quest for meaning, purpose and values in life. This has been noted as the call of Self,
life purpose and Self-realization.
What has been hard to come to terms with is how these processes (and outcomes) can be accomplished. How does
one find life’s purpose? Hear the call of Self? Become Self-realized? Much of any life is defined by outer constructs,
demands, needs, external situations and cultural and familial norms. Many adults follow “scripts” that were written
for and by them long ago. And it is just as true that most adults have no choice but to contend with external realities
that strongly define their possibilities. Happy or unhappy, directed or lost, enlightened or dismayed, when it rains,
we get wet; when we are hungry, we need food; when war or disaster come our way, we live our lives in relationship
to those realities.
It is not an easy task to live in a process of conscious evolution. Rare are life practices that invite inner reflection
and give space for hearing a deeper Call. Assagioli wrote, “When we observe the most obvious characteristics of
contemporary civilization, we are struck by its extreme extroversion, its desire to know and master the forces of
nature in order to satisfy its ever growing needs and demands” (Assagioli, 1965, p.12); he goes on, in The Act of
Will (1973), “... the wide gulf between man’s [sic] external and internal powers is one of the most important and
profound causes of the individual and collective evils which afflict our civilization and gravely menace its future”
(p.4). These were accurate and pointed statements forty years ago and true today as well. While throughout time,
there have been those who seek the call of an inner life, most of us live in the outer world, addressing the daily
needs of increasingly complex and demanding lives. And in that world, consciously or unconsciously, we still
seek to find the call of Self, the purpose of our lives and the path to Self-realization. As human beings we are
meaning makers and in any life, that call to purpose is within us, whether we can hear it or not.
Spirituality and Chronic illness
It is an assumption of psychosynthesis that the human psyche is organized towards a wholeness that includes a
transpersonal dimension: that is, a dimension that is more than individual concerns. Inherent in the human being
is a predisposition towards knowing oneself in a universal and spiritual context, as well as in a personal and social
context. It is this essential nature of humans that allows us to “find” ourselves, not just in our roles, but as our
Self. With the demands of any life, this is not an easy task. The call of the external world, as Assagioli noted, pulls
against the quieter, but even more urgent call of the inner world. We are invited, in all phases of life, to look deeply
into the “bigger questions” of life: Why? To what end? Who am I?
When someone is ill, the bigger questions are both harder to answer and, at the same time, more important. All
of the easy ways of knowing ourselves are taken away. The comfort of being “normal,” of the well-defined roles
(Continued on page 22)
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and tasks, of being THIS or THAT, is taken away. Chronic illness threatens the very nature of how a human being
knows him or herself. The most basic element of being human, the body that we inhabit (the body that we are)
can no longer be counted on. In both Europe and the United States, it is now clear that chronic illness accounts
for a large percentage of all illness and is the leading cause of death (Centers for Disease Control, 2009; Busse et
al., WHO, 2010). Given that most medical health care is still directed primarily towards acute conditions and given
the multi-layered nature of chronic illness, psychotherapy has become a key component in the “treatment” or
“management” of chronic illnesses. Better said, psychotherapy is crucial for many people living with a chronic
illness and psychosynthesis psychotherapy holds a philosophy and methodology that may well offer the chronically
ill patient a powerful means for regaining wholeness, even if physical health cannot be regained. Whether we are
faced with the normal trials of life or a chronic illness, we have the potential to access wholeness. Self-realization,
life purpose and the call of Self are never limited by circumstances, though it may certainly feel that they are when
illness strikes.
An Undiagnosed Illness
Bob (client identities have been protected) came into therapy with what was being called, for want of a better
description, depression. It clearly was not clinical depression, though he was rapidly becoming more and more
distressed. Peeling away the first layer of “depressed” symptoms, Bob could clearly articulate a physical reality
that preceded the emotional response. He was sick. He felt sick. He had strange symptoms, including odd smells,
memory loss, confusion, exhaustion even after sleep, lack of motivation and more. Bob came to therapy in 1985,
long before the realization that unknown chronic illnesses were a deadly reality. No one was ready to diagnose
Bob, like thousands of others who were experiencing the reality of Chronic Fatigue Syndrome (also called Chronic
fatigue Immune Dysfunction Syndrome and more commonly in Europe, Myalgic Encephalomyelitis). It was not
until 1988 that the disease was finally named, and even then, and still to this day, many doctors do not fully
recognize it. The trauma of being sick and being undiagnosed compounds every aspect of the experience. There
were (and are) many other such silent illnesses among us. By the time CFS was beginning to be recognized as
“something,” it was hastily called the “Yuppie flu,” a derisive term pointing to a psychosomatic illness of the
upwardly mobile young adult. Bob lived through that period when his doctors thought it was psychosomatic. His
friends were labeling it the yuppie flu, and his wife was sure it was his own wounded childhood experience that
caused him to drop out of school, give up his promising work career and become, in her mind, a deadbeat.
Bob felt sick and exhausted. He couldn’t think straight. He couldn’t read or comprehend the books he needed to
assimilate for his master’s degree. By the time he was in therapy with me he said, “I would rather have terminal
cancer than whatever this is.” Three years later, Bob had a diagnosis and a name for his illness, an explanation
for his symptoms and through research and trial and error, he had some means to cope with it. His friends and
family had slowly but surely altered their perspective and Bob was shown the respect and empathy that he deserved.
Support groups began and Bob was not alone. Still, to this day, he lives with this incurable chronic illness of
unknown origin, with little in the way of treatment options.
Work with Bob consisted first of being an external unifying center for him: a place and a person reflecting back
to him his essential Self (Assagioli, 2000). That I believed him was perhaps the most important part of our
therapeutic encounter in the early days. The role of my presence, bearing witness as Zen teacher Bernie Glassman
(1999) names it, was paramount. Here, at last, was a place he could talk about every odd symptom he had. He
could talk about his fears, his sense of betrayal: betrayed by his body, his loved ones, the medical profession, and
his God. He would allow himself from time to time to slip into his own deepest fear: What if they are right? What
if I’m just crazy or lazy? While I was being an active ally in supporting his quest for medical (allopathic and
complementary) practitioners who could help him, our early work was about sustaining his sense of Self, struggling
to find meaning and purpose and holding on to deeply held beliefs, even while he lived in illness and not knowing.
(Continued on page 23)
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Needs of the Chronically Ill Person
While all humans share basic needs, the chronically ill person has some very specific needs that most of us,
gratefully, do not encounter as driving forces in our lives. Various themes emerge in the research that point to
these core needs. Among them are the needs to make sense of the illness, to experience respect and empathy from
health providers, to feel positive support from friends and family, to reorient priorities, and to manage “well” in
service of personal moral values (De Vries, 1981; Drachler, et al., 2010; Townsend, Wyke & Hunt, 2006). Issues
that are likely to arise include everything from old issues that are reactivated in the current crisis, to never before
faced issues, such as fear of death or infirmity, loss of control, dependency, feelings of betrayal, and, most deeply,
the loss of a sense of identity.
Loss of Identity
Caroline came into therapy after a recurrence of stage 1 breast cancer. Her cancer had been caught early and
Caroline continued with her life as usual. This controlled, competent, business professional and family woman
was not about to let this blip on the radar interfere with her well-orchestrated life. The more frequent mammograms
were just another thing on the “to do” list until one resulted in another scare, though the biopsy that followed
revealed no cancer. It was then, though, that Caroline began to “come unglued” as she later said. Mammograms
every 3 months led to frequent biopsies and it became clear that cancer, for her, was a chronic condition. Keeping
up her brave front, it was not until a recurrence and the follow up treatment that she “fell apart” (her words). When
she entered therapy she was like a lost child. She cried, without any sense of why. She had trouble organizing her
thinking. She pleaded for answers. What was fairly clear to her, and her doctors agreed, was that this illness was
NOT likely to lead to her death. Her cancer was contained and while it might return it was very likely that it would
be safe enough to deal with from a medical standpoint. She had a good team of practitioners and her family was
present for her. Caroline was now 3 years into what had become a chronic condition. And, along the way, she had
lost every answer she had to the question “Who am I?” It was there our work began.
Stages of Psychosynthesis Work
When illness strikes, our sense of identity is threatened. Psychosynthesis posits a core process that leads to knowing
our Self beyond content. Assagioli notes, “we are dominated by everything with which our self becomes identified”
(Assagioli, 2000, p. 19). And conversely, when we disidentify, we step away from content and story, from limited
ways of knowing ourselves and into a more expansive position: Self-identification. Self, in psychosynthesis, is
defined as being “contentless awareness and will”. This concept points to what meditative traditions have always
offered: a way of knowing ourselves outside of our “story.” And it allows us to take ownership of all the content,
while being controlled by none.
In order to move into deepened disidentification though, we need to first know who we are. Assagioli talks about
four basic stages of work. They involve acquiring a deep knowledge of one’s personality; learning to be in right
relationship to those elements; and the realization and discovery of the deeper, truer Self, the internal unifying
center that is who we are, beyond the circumstances of a life. The final stage is building the personality around
the true Self: that is, becoming the person we truly want to be (Assagioli, 2000).
Key in the early work is the recognition of various subpersonalities that are involved in a person’s current struggles.
For anyone with a chronic illness, we can expect that old “child” subpersonalities, wounds, feelings of vulnerability
and lack of control, will come back again. The feeling of helplessness will emerge, like a ghost from our wounded
past. Adding to that, the internalized critical voices that have been with us throughout time are out in full force.
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Every variation of these earliest subpersonality clusters: the wounded child, rebel, victim, critical parent, persecutor,
judge, and more are ready to take over consciousness at this threatening time.
Bob had long ago internalized messages from his family of origin about who he should be: successful, academically
advanced, rich. His own life’s energy had taken him into very different paths. He had been a wanderer and
adventurer. He had moved away from his family’s staid life and strict religious views. Those young adult years
called him towards certain kinds of work and spiritual practice and those were years that he felt free and whole.
He met his wife in a community of like-minded, spiritual people. They had their children as young idealists. But
family life started to call on new qualities as well as calling back old shoulds. The reality of raising a family and
making money had pushed Bob towards stepping back onto the path that had been pre-ordained for him. He was
back in school and on a “good” career track. But he hadn’t sacrificed his deeper values. Instead of being the
businessman that he was expected to be, he was moving into social work. Instead of aiming to be rich, he was
aiming to provide for his family and do good work in the world. He had, when illness struck, found a healthy
balance. He was living his best sense of his life purpose.
Bob’s unnamed illness cast him into a realm where he could neither provide for his family nor explain why he
couldn’t. His happiness - and his health - was gone. Working with core sub-personalities that were deeply
internalized revealed a very wounded inner child, who always felt “not good enough.” The voice of this
subpersonality came back with an energy that Bob had never felt before. He wasn’t good enough for any of the
things life seemed to be asking of him. He wasn’t a good provider, a good father, a good husband. He was long
used to not being a good enough son. His internal critical voice berated him. His child voice lashed out at the
world, frightened and angry.
In our sessions, old hurt and current hurt took center stage. Bob felt unseen and unheard. His pain was not
recognized and he was unmet by those he most needed. His parents had not seen him for who he was. His wife
and friends did not either. There was no empathic holding environment in Bob’s life, except for that afforded by
therapy. And this, above all things, is what psychosynthesis psychotherapy, any good therapy in fact, is about. As
I accepted his wounded parts, Bob became more and more able to do so.
Presence: the Psychotherapist’s Most Important Task
Presence: the ability to sit in unconditional positive regard (Rogers, 1989); to be in an I-Thou relationship (Buber,
1989); to enter the client’s world fully, without expectation or agenda (Firman & Gila, 2010) is the greatest gift
we have to give our clients. The requirements for the psychotherapist, in order to be that empathic other, or to be
as Assagioli called it, an external unifying center, are stringent. It is not enough to be trained in theory and practice.
As psychotherapists we are invited to leave our own stories behind. I am not there in service of my own scripts
(Be helpful) or to support my own wounded subs (See what a good person I am). I am not there to save the world,
prove anything to anybody, be loved or even to “fix” the other. I am there to be an ally and stand side by side with
fellow human beings as they listen for the call of Self. The job of the therapist is to hold what has been called a
bi-focal vision (Whitmore, 2004), seeing both the presenting issue, whatever that is, in all its pain and anguish,
and seeing the emerging Self that is embedded in that very issue.
The question “What is emerging?” is a guiding theme in psychosynthesis: not “What’s wrong?” or “How can I
fix it?” The deeper role of the guide (Brown, 2004), a term often used in place of counselor or psychotherapist, is
to facilitate a movement towards wholeness that is already in process. Like the bulb, preparing to send its shoots
up through the ground, the traveler (client) is already on this journey of growth. We, the guides, are, at best, the
gardeners that help to tend the soil and nurture the plant.
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Who am I?
Caroline’s work with subpersonalities brought her to see the most obvious survival strategies (Firman & Gila,
2002) that had been in place since she was a child. She was the good girl and this very young subpersonality had
served her well… until now. She had survived an abusive family, created a meaningful life, become successful
in business and nurtured her two children and never much looked at what she, herself, might need. Cancer changed
that. She came in one day, telling me first about a lovely day the family had and how everyone pitched in and did
all the work. But who am I if I am not doing the caretaking? was her first tearful question, followed by a sudden
awareness of an early and defining script. I must take care of others in order to be safe. Sobbing quietly, Caroline
untied a knot that had been with her since she was three.
Working with both Bob and Caroline, we discovered that those earliest sub-personalities were still running the
show, in oh so many ways. And we also discovered, first by deeply identifying with those sub-personalities and
their feelings, thoughts and needs, that deeper still was a Self that could hold those wounded parts, a Self that was
more than the wounding.
It is not uncommon in this work for there to be a moment (and then many) when the power of identification with
pain and longing, with hurt, with an old sub-personality, a limiting thought, a tightened bodily experience or an
overwhelming feeling, gives way to “the still small voice” that is the Self. Disidentification happens. The moment
that Self shines through is a sacred moment in psychotherapy. In that moment there is no work to be done, no
conversation needs to be had. The psychotherapist has nothing important to say. In that moment, the gift the
psychotherapist can give is simply to reflect back the power and deep truth of that experience. This is the experience
of being more than the story, more than the personality, more than the survival strategies, conditions or scripts
that have defined us. It is the experience of disidentification (Firman, 2011). “I have that good girl subpersonality,
but I am not that.” “I have those messages that say I am not good enough, and I am more than these.”
As work moves through that first stage of getting to know the personality, we initially find the various wounded
parts that formed to create safety. We peel away family and culture of origin and the conditioning that has accrued
because of them. We learn to attend to our various needs, moving through the stages of subpersonality work. And
we also discover our deepest resources. Assagioli, a thinker far ahead of his time, was perhaps one of the first to
notice, what is now so prevalent in the field, the nature of our resilience and our potential for growth. As early as
1965, he wrote: “We shall also discover the immense reserve of undifferentiated psychic energy latent in every
one of us, that is, the plastic part of our unconscious which lies at our disposal, empowering us with an unlimited
capacity to learn and to create” (p.22).
Living in the Present, toward the Future
Here lies the pivotal point between being defined by the past and taking hold of the present with the awareness
and will that moves us towards our own future: a future based on our own deepest purpose, in response to the call
of Self. For the person with a chronic illness, this is a crucial moment. Many of the ongoing dreams of the future
have been shattered. Living with illness destroys the five-year plan, the happily-ever-after fantasy, and the work
and life goals that were so easy to hold on to in full health.
Another element of psychosynthesis that serves deeply, here, is the realization that purpose in life is not bound to
any form. No one needs to be a doctor or an engineer or a parent to achieve his or her life’s purpose. A purposeful
life is a life that is built on qualities, not forms. The call of Self is a call towards meaning and values, not towards
specific outcomes. In this way, psychosynthesis psychotherapy re-engages the chronically ill client with a life full
of possibilities, not a life experienced through the loss of possibility. Some of what the chronically ill person may
have wanted will be taken away. None of what he or she truly needs will be taken away.
(Continued on page 26)
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When the deeper experience of “I am” (Self-identification) is discovered, it becomes clear that I am not my story,
my body, my sub-personalities, my conditioning, my past or my future. I am not my thoughts or feelings or images.
I am not what I want or what I have. I have nothing that I need to grasp. There is no list of “shoulds.” I am a center
of pure self-awareness and will, unlimited by any content. This description points us to the many images of wise
beings through the ages. It reminds us of the work of meditation, developing step by step an observing self, who
sees, but is not caught by the content of consciousness. This may be considered the experience of immanence and
transcendence (Firman & Gila, 2002), held in one moment. I am both in this world and beyond this world.
Two things begin to happen when we step outside of limiting identifications. We become the conductor of a
magnificent piece of music, rather than just a member of the orchestra, the tuba player or violinist. We look at our
various musicians and their instruments (sub-personalities, desires, realities, resources) and work with them to
help organize the playing of this piece. The client becomes the conductor of life. As Bob got to know himself in
his woundedness, he also began to notice some core elements of his personality that had been repressed. He loved
to walk in nature and began to do so, though slowly and for short periods, as his illness allowed. He found, as he
played the “good father” role less, that he was a much more affectionate and playful father. He discovered his
long lost love of music and began playing his guitar. Bob, while losing so much, gained much as well.
As we take on the role of conductor, we are invited to know ourselves as the composer as well. For what piece of
music are we conducting? In the end, we find our life purpose, hear the call of Self and experience the process of
Self-realization when we compose our own lives. The composer is our identification with Self. This is the capstone
of psychosynthesis, the experience of knowing ourselves, in a universal context as Higher Self (or Self). I am not
only conducting the orchestra and playing the instruments; I am composing this piece of work that is my life. And,
while I do not expect to live continually within the experience of transpersonal knowing, I do now know that I
am, truly and deeply, the “more” that I have tasted in disidentification.
The Call of Self in Psychotherapy
As a psychotherapist, one of our most important tasks is to listen carefully for the deeper story, the deeper truths.
Caught in a lifetime of conditioning, it is hard for a client, especially in crisis, to differentiate the many messages
to find what is true. Caroline said one day, in passing, almost a throw-off line, “You know, I guess I’m not just
that good mother. I don’t have to always be taking care of everyone else.” Here I stepped in. “You’re right, you
are NOT just the caretaker. Who are you Caroline?” A long pause… a brief effort to regain a story. “Who are you
really, Caroline?” A deep breath, muscles relaxing, gaze softening, eye contact. Quiet and slow, so unlike the
frantic pace our sessions had often had. “I am……. me…. strong….. okay… but vulnerable, too. Strong and
vulnerable. And okay….. no matter what.”
Self-realization is a process, not an outcome. We don't get done with it. It is the delicate and difficult task of
coming to know who we really are. Bob and Caroline both had ongoing experiences, in psychotherapy and in their
lives, of experiencing themselves as Self. Bob’s deep awakened moment was simply an early morning walk in a
mist-covered field, where he knew, without a doubt, that he was more than all of his troubles. He anchored into
his own internal unifying Center and was at peace. Caroline, in therapy, said with amazement and then a laugh,
“I’m okay, even if I die!” Tapping into Self takes us to the place where we are safe. Old messages, fears and
survival strategies are seen for what they are. We are, for a moment at least, contentless awareness and will. We
are our Self.
The work that Bob and Caroline had done, identifying various aspects of themselves, working with old wounding,
noticing and challenging limiting patterns, feeling their feelings, telling their stories, watching their thoughts,
identifying hopes and dreams, imagining both the best and the worst outcomes they had ever conceived and
(Continued on page 27)
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stepping beyond all of that, left them open to the call of Self. Both Caroline and Bob began to hear this deeper
call in big moments and in small moments. They claimed their own center, and I, the therapist, became less of an
external unifying center as they became more their own internal unifying centers.
Engaging Life
Once we have learned to hear (on a good day) the call of Self and understand, in whatever way we do, our life
purpose, we still need to get up every day and live our lives. In my work with Bob and Caroline, this last stage of
psychosynthesis work wasn’t always easy, but it was always directed by an inner knowing, by what Piero Ferrucci
calls “the best therapist” (Ferrucci, 1982).
The question Bob and Caroline both asked so poignantly, “Who am I now?” had, in fact, to be answered. To the
extent that we have built our personality around survival needs and family of origin scripts, we are not living our
deepest life purpose. As we hear the call of Self, we must create resonance with that call in our personality and
in our lives.
To change is no easy matter, but chronic illness demands it. And the change can be a loss: a surrender to bad luck
and difficult circumstances or it can be a gain: a surrender into deeper Self. Caroline had another oncology visit
to go to. So many had been the precursor to bad news and to further treatment. In this moment she realized she
had all options. She momentarily noted, “I don’t have to go at all.” She could laugh at that thought, both in a
childlike joy at realizing that no one could make her do anything, and also in a release of the ties that bound her
into one story: “I am a sick person.” That moment, Caroline claimed her will and began composing her own life.
She called her doctor, telling him that she needed to change the appointment because she very much wanted to
go to an art opening in New York City. The doctor was fine with that decision. Caroline had begun to recreate her
life, as a person with a chronic illness, and not as a sick person. She was becoming a person with her own will, a
person with unique qualities, a person who knew her Self. Caroline was becoming free.
Bob’s process of engaging life unfolded differently. He came to terms with the likelihood that he would be ill for
his lifetime. He learned the patterns of his ups and downs and the things he could do to mediate the effects of his
illness. His wife became a true life-partner, coming to understand Bob’s world and working with him to create a
meaningful life together. In an unexpected turn of events, she went on to get advanced degrees and go into business,
something that greatly pleased and surprised her. Bob became the house-husband, caring for the home, attending
to the needs of their growing daughters, and creating a safe haven for his wife, now the bread winner. His nurturing
side blossomed in profound ways and he became, true to the call of Self, a loving and caring husband, father,
friend and son. Never having found a way to be the son his parents wanted in his younger years, as they aged, he
became the son they needed, and amongst his siblings, the one who could be fully present to his father as he
suffered through dementia and died, with his son by his side.
Closing
The work I have done with clients with chronic illnesses spans thirty years. During this time I have worked with
many other clients as well. Psychosynthesis has served as my primary orientation throughout that time. Its principles
and practice serve my clients well, as those same practices serve me in my own life’s work. Bob and Caroline will
go on to face new challenges, with more tools for their own growth and with a stronger sense of themselves. The
work of psychosynthesis and the work of life are ongoing. Throughout, there will be joys and sorrows, trials and
grace, good days and bad. Tuning into our own call of Self is our work and it takes a lifetime to do a life’s work.◙
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The Wall of Silence Dialogue, Continued
Douglas Russell

I

t was exciting to see “A Conversation about Psychosynthesis and Esoteric Studies” in the March 2016
Psychosynthesis Quarterly. I was very much a part of that conversation from the time I was introduced to
psychosynthesis in 1968 through the late 1980s when I moved on to other work. Reading the dialogue between
Piero and Will, I saw familiar themes from decades past; chiefly around the idea of the “wall of silence,” which
Jan points out was Roberto’s metaphor for keeping psychosynthesis and esotericism distinct from one another. I
want to rejoin the dialogue, but a mix of emotions makes it hard for me to know what to say or where to begin. I
feel great warmth toward my psychosynthesis colleagues, and a profound appreciation for the many opportunities psychosynthesis provided me to grow and to contribute, during the first 20 years of my professional life.
At the same time, there’s considerable pain and disappointment associated with the conflicts and rifts that
occurred—between those of us who wanted to move beyond the wall of silence and those who felt duty-bound
to adhere to it.
The sorrow and joy I feel around psychosynthesis is like memories of life in a big family. There were disappointments, even heartbreaks, during the course of the most loving and intimate of friendships among my psychosynthesis colleagues in Southern California: Robert Gerard, Edith Stauffer, John Cullen, Vivian King and Marilyn
Barry. Each of us was deeply engaged in both psychosynthesis and esotericism and had to grapple with a great
dilemma: that these two streams of thought were intertwined within us, yet—as Piero reports—Roberto said they
belong to two different universes of discourse.
The ways my friends and colleagues handled the wall of silence issue comes through in interviews of twenty-six
psychosynthesis leaders published in 1987, Psychosynthesis in North America: The Story of the Movement, the
People and the Ideas, by Michael Schuller. One interviewee, James Fadiman, believed that associating psychosynthesis with the esoteric—in the U.S. at least—could cause no harm. He added that Roberto asked him to
maintain the wall of silence until after his death, and that he had done so. Robert Gerard, who had helped Roberto
write the book Psychosynthesis and played a major role introducing psychosynthesis in the U.S., explained in his
interview that he was concerned that breaking the wall of silence might restrict the spread of psychosynthesis in
established institutions. He stopped practicing psychosynthesis in order to develop his Integral Psychology, which
openly incorporated esoteric material, primarily from the works of Alice A. Bailey.
In his book of interviews, Schuller concluded that the wall of silence was based on “a highly questionable
assumption. This assumption holds that psychosynthesis is but a watered-down, public, exoteric version of the
Bailey material, which is the ‘real stuff,’ the inner, esoteric core. It is my conviction that this secrecy is
detrimental to psychosynthesis. To perpetuate this myth demeans both psychosynthesis and Assagioli’s own
creative gifts. If psychosynthesis is to develop into a ‘science of the Self,’ as Assagioli hoped, then it simply
cannot have secrets, for the essence of science is public scrutiny and discussion.” (Pages 466-468).
Schuller is pointing to a way forward, beyond the wall of silence: the rational way of science. Suppose we set
aside emotion-laden discussions based on personal opinions about the esoteric connection—for a while at least.
Let’s take a clear-eyed look at our written records, the facts and artifacts. This is what academics call “evidencebased history.” Ironically, recent emotion-laden exchanges on the psychosynthesis email discussion list started
last October with the topic, “Assagioli’s hand written notes online.” These notes are actual evidence of our
history. They comprise an archive—a treasure trove of data. It will take years to compile, but a great deal is
already available. It is meticulously indexed, and searchable, at http://www.archivioassagioli.org/index.php.
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Registration and access are free. The promise of this archive is that we can begin to study how Assagioli did his
research. The question of whether psychosynthesis grew directly out of the work of Alice Bailey can be answered
empirically.
This investigative approach comports with Will’s idea of allowing the truth of Assagioli’s life and interests to be
out in the open. In the archives, there are currently no hits for the search words “wall of silence.” Of sixty-one
hits for the word “silence,” many are brief excerpts from a book by A.M. Curtis, The Way of Silence: Studies in
Meditation. Two other authors are referred to, and three books of Alice Bailey are mentioned. The keyword
“disidentification” yields thirteen results including one each for disidentification from the body, from the
emotions and from the mind, all referencing page numbers of a book titled Concentration and Meditation, without
naming the author. This evidence suggests Roberto drew inspiration from a variety of sources, some esoteric,
some not, including the works of Alice Bailey among many others.
While I agree with Will about bringing what’s behind the wall out in the open, I also agree with Piero’s cautioning
us to use great discretion in associating esotericism with psychosynthesis publicly. The evidence indicates that
Roberto’s religion may have been esotericism, and he did draw inspiration from esoteric sources, but his wall of
silence affirms that he saw psychosynthesis as separate from all that. However, folks who are anti-esoteric may
not care about evidence; they might reject anything or anyone related to the esoteric based on prejudice and
emotion. Thus it’s a good idea to make the distinction between psychosynthesis and esotericism clear to the
general public.
In academia it’s a different story. The esoteric is now viewed as a legitimate area of study. This had started by the
mid-twentieth century, with several books on a number of esoteric historical currents by the highly respected
British historian Frances Yates. She was making the case that these streams were very influential on the
development of Western culture, including beginnings of the scientific revolution. In 1992, French professor
Antoine Faivre carried this further, presenting a model—a kind of definition—of esoteric currents as a “form of
thought.” It quickly became a basis for establishing departments and chairs of esoteric studies in universities,
along with international associations of scholars, journals, and over forty titles in the SUNY Press series in
Western Esoteric Traditions.
Psychosynthesis doesn’t fit Faivre’s definition of the esoteric; however, the opportunity now exists for researchers to explore connections between psychosynthesists’ work and esotericism. The two disciplines are distinct but
no longer need be considered “two separate universes of discourse.” I expect we’ll see another generation or two
before connections between psychosynthesis and the esoteric will be known by the general public. For now, these
connections are, as they say, academic. The important thing about psychosynthesis is that it is effective. People
who get involved do grow personally and spiritually. It does bring a higher perspective to other disciplines such
as counseling, education, and coaching. ◙

Douglas Russell is a retired psychotherapist and medical social worker who has studied Ageless Wisdom
teachings and practiced occult meditation for over 45 years. He has explored secular mindfulness techniques
since 2002. He designed and taught psychosynthesis training for professionals in the 1970’s and early
1980’s, and was editor of Psychosynthesis Digest. He co-wrote monographs on managerial psychosynthesis
with John Cullen, and is author of several articles on psychosynthesis theory—some of them available here:
http://www.psynthesis.net/ps/articles/index.htm. He currently studies and writes about modern Western
esotericism and spiritual aspects of Freemasonry. Doug is a life-long resident of southern California,
available at dougrussell416@gmail.com.
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Integrative Cancer Treatment and Psychosynthesis
Richard Schaub, PhD
Introduction
A cancer diagnosis generates mental-emotional suffering because of its associations with painful treatment,
disfiguring surgery and an uncertain long-term prognosis. The mental-emotional suffering includes shock, anxiety,
terror, anger, envy of healthy others, groundlessness, and loss of the predictable future.
It cannot be quantified how much this suffering disrupts the patients’ ability to rally the immune system, but the
suffering clearly reduces the quality of life during and after treatment. Otherwise skilled clinicians often bypass
this suffering in patients in order to emphasize a hopeful vision of treatment and outcome. Supportive
encouragement from healthcare providers and personal relations of course help, but the patients’ specific form of
mental-emotional suffering also needs attention.
An important part of human nature, our innate spiritual capacities, can reduce suffering and give patients a stronger
ability to cope. The National Center of Complementary and Alternative Medicine (NCCAM) of the National
Institutes of Health places spirituality within the category of mind-body medicine, and the field of integrative
medicine refers to a mind-body-spirit approach to patient care. For the sake of this article, “spirit” is understood
as a direct experience, not a concept, and psychosynthesis is offered as an understanding and set of skills to open
patients to their natural spiritual capacities.
Case Study
Sara was diagnosed six months ago with Stage 4 ovarian cancer and is being treated at a major cancer center in
Manhattan. She is a 70-year-old widow living in retirement on her own. Her two grown children and one grandson
live nearby. She came to the author asking for help with feelings of anxiety and terror: “The ground has been
ripped out from under me. I don’t know who I am anymore. I’m a terrified child.”
Sara reported her anxiety and terror to her oncologist and was given a prescription for an anti-depressant
medication. Anti-depressants can take several weeks to show their benefits. Sara needed immediate relief, and she
also did not like the “out of it” feeling she was experiencing as a side effect. She stopped taking the medication
and returned to her physician looking for another answer. With some reluctance (because such medications can
become addictive), the oncologist then prescribed an anti-anxiety agent. Sara gained some relief from the
anti-anxiety agent, but the high anxiety would creep in soon after the pills wore off. She began to worry: “Am I
supposed to just keep popping pills?” She also worried if the anti-anxiety medication would affect the round of
chemotherapy coming up soon.
Another aspect of Sara’s mental-emotional suffering was the reaction she was getting from others. Her grown
children were encouraging and helpful in getting her to medical appointments, but did not want to hear about their
mother’s internal struggle. A few of her friends were asking how they could help, but others had disappeared after
they heard about her diagnosis. When she would try to speak honestly about her anxiety and terror, only one friend
proved capable of truly listening and not silencing her with cliché-ridden advice. She did not want to over-burden
this friend, and so began to feel very isolated with her suffering. At this point, our work together began.
When it was established that our dialogue could be about anything and everything, Sara stared straight at the author
and asked, “Do you just get annihilated when you die?”
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Sara’s anxiety/terror was being fueled by both the fear of losing this life and the fear of the nature of death. This
is typically the territory of religion and/or philosophy, not healthcare, but psychosynthesis theory and practice
gives us a way to work with existential issues. Asked if she had a religion or philosophy to help her, Sara replied
that all the injustice and cruelty in the world had long ago proven to her that God does not exist. It should be noted
that Sara is representative of a growing trend in America in which at least 20% of the population report no affiliation
with any religion (Pew Forum, 2012). There will be more and more patients in our offices who do not have any
religious faith to draw upon in times of existential crisis.
Asked if she had her own perspective on dying, she said that “everyone dies sooner or later,” but added that “I
was just hoping it wouldn’t apply to me.” She cracked a smile, and it was clear that she was experiencing relief
and even humor from expressing the terror out loud. The simple therapeutic principle here is that expression
brings relief. There is also an accompanying principle: if the patient expresses herself/himself to a healthcare
professional who is sitting face to face, paying close attention and listening with presence, the patient feels the
relief of contact and connection. What does it relieve? The isolation of suffering in silence and/or pretending to
be fine for the sake of reassuring the people around the patient.
The second aspect of her “annihilation” terror was that her beloved grandson would never be able “to find me” in
the world again. This projection into the future broke her heart. She couldn’t imagine how to prepare her grandson,
and she couldn’t imagine that the boy’s mother (Sara’s daughter) would know what to say, either. She noted to
me that she felt better just talking about these fears. The principle again is that relief comes when the patient is
allowed to give full expression to even her most morbid thoughts.
Regarding Sara’s death anxiety, psychiatrist Robert Jay Lifton (Vigilant & Williamson, 2003) outlines five ways
that patients can soothe their existential anxiety by identifying symbolically with immortality: 1) the biological
way—your children will live on after you (for Sara, this was a source of sadness, not comfort); 2) the
theological—you live on in God (not credible for Sara); 3) the creative—you have created something that will
live on after you (Sara did not feel such an accomplishment); 4) the natural—you are at one with the universe
(Sara could not draw comfort from this); 5) the transcendental—you have experienced states of consciousness
which seem to be greater than your separate self.
Sara responded positively to the transcendental way. She’d studied meditation several years ago and had two
meditative experiences that, to this day, remained a mystery and a fond memory for her. They were feelings of a
state of oneness with everything. It turned out not to be by coincidence that she had sought out the author for help
since he was known to teach psychosynthesis to health professionals.
Our work then focused on guiding Sara into transpersonal states. After one of the sessions, she declared, “This is
what I need.”
What had happened in that session? Sara had gone into a state of deep peace which seemed to enfold her in it: she
felt “inside the peace.” The technique itself was a variation of Assagioli’s disidentification method. Far more than
relaxation, she felt she was in touch with some spirit greater than herself. Though highly verbal, Sara felt that
words could not adequately describe the state. During the experience, however, she said that all fear was gone.
Her capacity to experience such a state of peace gave her hope that the rest of the course of her illness did not
have to be dominated by anxiety. She promised herself that she would pursue more of these experiences.
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Technique Used with Sara:
Awareness Itself
(from Transpersonal Development, Schaub & Schaub, 2013)
Steps
1. Settle yourself in your chair and lower or close your eyes…
2. Now begin by listening…(Pause about 20 seconds)
3. Now begin to notice your body in the chair…(20 seconds)
4. Now begin to notice your mood, your feelings…(20 seconds)
5. Now begin to notice the sensations of your face…now, within
your face, your mouth…now your nostrils and breath…
6. And now move your awareness to your left eye…sensations of
your left eye...and now over to your right eye…
7. And now move awareness to the space between your eyebrows…
8. You have just moved your awareness from listening…to your
body…to your mood…to your face…mouth, breath,
eyes, space between your eyebrows…
9. Now see if you can sense and feel this awareness itself that you have
been moving through you…sense and feel the awareness itself
Wait two minutes and then say, “And now let go of the practice and turn your
attention to noticing how you are…”
Wait thirty seconds and then say, “And when you feel ready, at your own pace,
begin to come back to the room…”
Case Discussion
Bruce, Schreiber, Petrovskaya and Boston (2011) chose the term “groundlessness” as a way to summarize the
anxiety-ridden statements from patients at their cancer center. Sara had used similar language when she described
that “the ground has been ripped out from under me.” Bruce et al. frame “groundlessness” as an issue to be
especially sensitive to within the palliative care patient population, but the shock of diagnosis, a suddenly changed
future, and the dread of pain can apply to anyone dealing with illness. Bruce et al. also report that a severe form
of groundlessness and quiet terror can occur in patients who thought they had a religious faith but lost it when
they became ill.
Sara’s meditative peace gave her a sense of contact with some spirit greater than herself. Could this peace and
contact potentially function as a new “ground” to replace the groundlessness? During the meditation itself, she
could believe in this new ground – but would it help her when the anxiety and terror rose up? Was she just fooling
herself by going into the meditative states and feeling good? Was the peace just a form of denial? Wasn’t she,
after all, just a cancer patient with a poor prognosis? She resolved that she could only answer her own doubts by
meditating more and finding out what the results would be.
An unexpected development took place as a result of the transpersonal experiences. They gave her a new purpose
in life—spiritual seeking—to not only reduce her anxiety and terror but to learn things she could pass on to her
grandson. The two of them already spent hours doing art projects and talking, and now she could somehow include
(Continued on page 34)
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the meditation and perhaps even add some wisdom that came from her experiences. This helped her to relieve
some of the tension she felt about abandoning him (through her eventual death) by giving him something of
spiritual value. The medical writer and philosopher, Rachel Naomi Remen, MD, has been particularly articulate
about the importance of spiritual seeking for someone like Sara (see, for example, Remen, 1997).
Healthcare professionals can learn these spirit-oriented methods and offer them in the clinic and office (see, for
example, Schaub & Schaub, 2013). For one patient, the methods may simply produce some pleasant relaxation.
For others, like Sara, they can change the way in which they frame what matters to them in the face of a difficult
diagnosis.
The methods used with Sara do not require belief or non-belief in any system. They simply tap into the innate
spiritual capacities of each person—a fact we recognize in the healthcare motto of mind-body-spirit.
Psychosynthesis training gives us the theory and practice to do this mind-body-spirit work with safe, effective,
proven methods. ◙
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Deborah Smith Onken, PhD
January 10, 1935 - April 18, 2016
Psychosynthesis Celebrates a Life and Grieves a Loss
Judith Broadus, PhD, and Mary Kelso, PhD
Deborah Smith Onken, PhD, was born in New York City as a Daughter of the
American Revolution, a heritage she wore proudly. She moved to St. Louis at age 16.
She spoke frequently with gratitude about receiving years of a Quaker education which
practiced Christian values. She learned through observation in the group setting of a
Quaker boarding school. Additionally, she credited her mother as having been her first
and strongest teacher.
Debby was a lifelong learner. She attended Mary Institute and went on to obtain an
undergraduate degree from Washington University. She started graduate school, only
to be wooed away by the love of her life, Henry Onken, MD. They married in 1961
and soon started a family. They had three children, John, Michael and Katherine, and
six grandchildren. While her children were still young, Debby helped found the Forsyth
School, where she taught a new and progressive curriculum to pre-K and elementaryage children.
Debby always had time to give back. She served in leadership positions with numerous professional organizations
including the St Louis Psychological Association where she helped to write the Missouri ethics licensing exam.
She was a member of the Wednesday Club of St. Louis, the Washington University Eliot Society, and the St.
Louis DAR Chapter. When Debby was part of an organization you knew things would get done. Debby personified
reliability, dependability and responsibility. She completed her PhD in counseling psychology with a specialization
in marriage and family therapy at Washington University. She wrote her dissertation on family psychosynthesis.
I first discovered psychosynthesis during a 1975 national counseling convention in Chicago. My experience was
an epiphany! I had just finished my second master’s degree but the question that kept bothering me was, “If you
peel back the onion, if you work through all the defenses, where do you go? Is there some deeper understanding
you are reaching for?"1
Debby pursued psychosynthesis training in Seattle, Washington, with Ed Turner and came for training at the
Kentucky Center in 1982. She taught a counseling and therapy course that focused on psychosynthesis for
twenty-five years at Washington University, St. Louis. This work led to publishing, The Family Self-Help Book:
Exercises in Family Synthesis in 2008. She conducted workshops using these exercises in seven countries. She
also worked at a pastoral counseling center, Care and Counseling and started The Family Synthesis Center, a
psychosynthesis center in St. Louis.
Debby was a woman of boundless energy. She continued to raise her family, counsel others, teach and train. She
also provided workshops for the local population and continued regional psychosynthesis training programs.
Vivian King assisted Debby in setting up a three-year training program with students from St. Louis, Kansas City,
and Springfield, MO, and from Illinois. They worked together from 1990 until Vivian's death in 1998.
Debby brought a passionate intention to consciously cultivate group synthesis. Debby first served on the Steering
Committee of the Association for the Advancement of Psychosynthesis (AAP) in 1999. When she discovered that
the organization could not move forward until a new treasurer assumed office she enthusiastically volunteered.
She served as co-chair from 1999-2000. She had a great deal to offer over the years and was very generous with
her time and skills.
(Continued on page 36)
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Many who knew Debby remember her probing questioning, her intense quest for knowing and strong values. She
would press people, organizations and programs to hold high standards. AAP was no exception. Eventually, along
with other like-minded colleagues, her quest to expand professional psychosynthesis training led to the creation
in 2003, of the first the Training Task Force; followed by the development of the Trainer Development Program,
eventually under the auspices of the Professional Development Committee (PDC). This evolution of AAP's focus
of attention on training standards represented the refinement of the needs of the growing psychosynthesis
community. When the AAP and PDC started organizing regional workshops and training across the US, Debby
organized a training in St. Louis. She served with a faculty of seven who conducted a residential psychosynthesis
training in San Francisco in 2012.
Additionally, Debby was a prime-mover in having AAP meet the continuing education standards of training
articulated by professional training organizations such as APA, and NBCC. These standards offered alternative
Continuing Education credits for those people whose professional organizations require renewing continuing
education credits, while expanding the audience of psychosynthesis. Debby's spiritual identifications were
important to her and she served as a lay Eucharistic minister at Episcopal Church of St. Michael and St. George,
and as a spiritual guide for individuals and families who sought guidance through Care and Counseling. Her
spiritual life was integrated with her everyday life. It is fitting that she died peacefully at home surrounded
by her family.
Debby found potential and purpose in the people she met and the organizations she served. She taught others to
step back from their pain to find their center so they could change. She brought curiosity and wonder, grounded
in factual knowing, to any discussion. We will miss the potential she brought to our conversations and the love
and caring she lived. She has enriched all of our lives and we honor her memory.
A Memorial Service was held at the Episcopal Church of St. Michael and St. George
on Saturday, May 7th. In lieu of flowers the family requested that memorials be made
to Care and Counseling, 12141 Ladue Road, St. Louis, MO 63141-8129
1
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Bio-psychosynthesis
Kathryn Rone, MA

A

lecture by Roberto Assagioli, MD, titled “Psychosomatic Medicine and Bio-psychosynthesis” is available
online at http://www.synthesiscenter.org/PDFgallery.htm. This lecture was delivered at the International
Psychosomatic Week in 1967. The Psychosynthesis Research Foundation also published it in 1967.
In this lecture Assagioli says:
But the practice of psychosynthesis very soon revealed the necessity of including the body, that is
to say, of recognizing and making use of the close ties that knit body and psyche, and the reciprocal
actions and reactions between them. This has received full acknowledgment from both the
theoretical and the practical standpoints, and for this reason the proper name of psychosynthesis is
bio-psychosynthesis. (In practice it is usually more convenient to employ the word
“psychosynthesis;” but it must be understood at all times that it includes the body, the bios, and
that it always stands for ‘bio-psychosynthesis.’) (p. 1)
As a Healer, I explain to potential clients that the body and mind affect each other. When someone is ill or is
having pain that limits their movement, they may get frustrated and depressed. Also, the mind affects the body.
When there are social, emotional, or mental struggles, people often feel physically tired. This body-mind connection
can also be used to promote health and vibrancy.
I am sure the variety of things I have studied affect, influence, and support what I offer with clients. I have studied
Somatic Psychology, Art Therapy, Dance Therapy, yoga, and other physical therapies. I have asked myself, what
is it that I am offering clients? Assagioli speaks of using many techniques and modes of therapy fluidly, within
the framework of psychosynthesis.
It [psychosynthesis] thus appreciates and weighs the merits of all therapies, all methods and
techniques of treatment, without preconceived preferences. . . . Not only are these combinations
different, indeed unique, in the case of each patient, but they vary continually during the course of
the illness and its treatment.
(op.cit. p. 5)
Why is the healing work that I am offering psychosynthesis? There is a practice of exploration and communication,
bringing attention to contraction or expansion of consciousness, and an emphasis on supporting and connecting
the client with their will. I focus on working with adults with physical symptoms. I have had clients with night
sweats, obesity, pain, tension, irregular menstruation, cancer and injury. All that has to happen to promote physical
healing is an increase of internal communication, support, acceptance, creativity, and movement. All of these are
developed through psychosynthesis concepts that promote communication among people or a person and their
subpersonalities.
Psychosynthesis, through its developments in the interindividual and social spheres, has included
and evolved a variety of techniques, both for the elimination of conflicts between individuals and
groups, and between groups and groups, and for their replacement by harmonious and constructive
relations. The total aim is to promote and achieve the development and integration of all aspects
of human life into increasingly expanding and inclusive wholes. This is the spirit that animates
bio-psychosynthesis and is its ideal objective. (op.cit. p.8)
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By saying this, he radiates an increased communication outward through human interactions, but not inward on
a cellular level into our bodies. My work attempts to bring the inclusive wholeness internally to heal physical
symptoms and bring more internal peace. There are many examples of nature repeating itself in patterns from a
microscopic level to a global or universal level. My attempt is to take this genius pattern of promoting
communication and integration to a cellular level into the body. I hope to increase a person’s communication with
their body to promote healing and a more harmonious and vibrant body, mind, and spirit. One way that I have
applied this in session is to help a woman with breast cancer create a dialogue between one of her red blood cells
and one of her cancer cells.
If the unconscious is not in our mind but in every cell of our body, then the cells can hold memory and emotion.
The body speaks to us through physical symptoms, and when we do not listen, it screams louder. Like a child
being ignored, our body acts up to get attention. When we stop and listen, we receive memories, insight, emotions,
and beliefs. There is always a message from the body’s physical symptom. But often, we do not want to go into
the unconscious. It is so difficult that as a culture we prefer to numb our body’s voice with alcohol, drugs,
medications, and operations. All physical symptoms are connected to some message that the body is trying to
offer, a guiding voice and resource. In the way psychosynthesis embraces all voices in a room or all
subpersonalities, I embrace all cells or parts of the body, even parts that frustrate the “I”.
Every session that I have had with clients has been a journey of contraction to expansion. I see this as an active
oval diagram contracting from or expanding consciousness into parts of the lower and higher consciousness. When
there is emotional and social contraction, there is also physical contraction, and vice-versa; they affect each other.
There are many therapeutic models that have documented this: Somatic Psychology, Continuum Movement, and
Hellerwork, to name a few. In the practice of Somatic Psychology people may act out, use movement, voice, and
imagery to experience their struggles. This helps to bring about some resolve. As in most psychology, there is an
emphasis on acting out or working on the problem, diagnosis, and treatment procedure. There is an agenda.
Assagioli’s oval diagram encompasses the high and the low, all emotions and abilities (as presented through
Psychosynthesis Palo Alto). With this perspective there may be less agenda of where the client wants to explore.
They may speak of joy or pain, creativity or immobility.
The reason I use psychosynthesis is that there is just as much respect and emphasis on joy as there is on pain.
Movement in either direction is movement of an expansion of consciousness. Bringing awareness to this expansion
helps the individual feel empowered and like they have choice. Their choice helps to empower and develop their
“Will.” Movement and contraction are treated with the same amount of respect. There are times when my clients
are using movement to express and have become a tight little ball on the ground for fifteen minutes or more. I
know that if this is their choice, then it is useful for them. It is their will to be here, so I can support them in this.
This individual choice develops their strength to choose. With choice they can have the strength to expand, once
they are ready. It has been important that psychosynthesis is my theoretical foundation, in order to offer them the
space to explore, even when it looks like stillness or non-exploration.
I imagine the oval diagram as a three-dimensional form where the “I” awareness shrinks and expands. This can
be demonstrated by clasping hands together tightly or opening them and allowing more blood to flow. Just as the
psyche contracts, so does the soma. Fear from social, emotional, or physical threats creates an increase of physical
contraction. When there is a physical contraction, there is also a decrease in emotion, awareness of emotion, and
a more limited thought pattern. The psyche contracts with the soma. The variety of possibility is lessened and
creativity diminishes. An example of this is a person in a “fight or flight” response. Their body holds tension, their
breathing is shallow, they resist feeling emotions, and their mind is often stuck on a limited thought
pattern or memory. Compare this to someone who came out of a restful yoga or healing practice. Their
body is soft and alive, their thinking is calm and clear, and they are often motivated to act or speak in
calm, logical, and positive ways.
(Continued on page 39)
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When tension creates rigidity on a cellular level, there is a decrease of breath, oxygen and blood flow. Cells have
a difficult time releasing toxins and receiving nourishment when they are more rigid, like cancer cells. The
therapeutic practice of Continuum Movement has documented this. This same thing is happening emotionally and
socially in the psyche. “When this growth remains unrecognized or is repressed, or frustrated by environmental
obstacles, psycho-somatic disturbances are produced.” ( op. cit. p.8) When cells soften and relax, they can better
receive nutrients and release toxins. This same thing happens on a social and emotional level when the client of
a psychotherapist receives the support of a consistent ally and listener.
When we have emotional, social, or physical challenges, our body and our psyche contract. We become less of
who we are. There is less expansion in the system. We behave in a way that works with our surroundings, to blend
and be acceptable and to not cause repercussions. Humans are trained at a very young age to behave in acceptable
ways to receive attention, comfort, and nourishment. When we live from a more contracted state, we are not at
our full potential. We do not experience the joy and ecstasy of our higher consciousness and we are numb from
the intense pain of lower consciousness. We pull away from experiencing. Going to a counselor and speaking
about thoughts and emotions may create a more expanded thought pattern. This may help to become more expanded
in the world, and as a result become more creative. A creative practice like dance or art may help to become more
expanded by opening up social or emotional thinking. For example, there are studies that prove exercise is just
as, if not a more effective way of treating depression than medication. Our body movement affects our mind and
mood movement.
It is difficult to expand into areas that are contracted. Fear can hold us back. Bringing awareness to sensation, the
experience of the psyche, soma, and emotions can become interesting. Interest can slow things down and create
more space. My work with people is a practice of experiencing. This creates expansion by reducing fear. Being
with sensation is a practice that helps people to be in the present moment. It slows down the Fight or Flight
response. The breath slows down and begins to open what has previously been contracted. I sit with clients as
they experience the emotions and sensations in their body. This sensory practice allows for expansion. If I am
present with them, there is support and acceptance. It allows for the fear to rise and be experienced, and this
expands the psyche into the lower consciousness. The consciousness is expanded three dimensionally and therefore
will also bring the person into the higher consciousness. “To confront a person with his own shadow is to show
him his own light.” (Carl Jung, “Good and Evil in Analytical Psychology,”(1959) in C.W. 10 Civilization in
Transition, p. 872) What goes down must come up. It is not my responsibility to bring them into their shadow or
light, to bring them down or up. If I sit with them knowing there are many possibilities of where they might venture,
they will eventually take an adventure.
I work with imagery and encourage clients to explain to me details of what it looks like inside their body or in the
image that comes to them. They may say that it is just black, nothing, or see a tight ball. If I was coming from a
different framework, I might interpret this as resistance. It is important to not determine that they are fighting
against my educated and helpful intelligence. It is important for me to approach this with curiosity, without knowing
what it feels like or means to them. I ask them to describe the texture of the ball or imagine reaching their hand
into the black nothing just to see what it feels like. In my work of relieving physical symptoms, sensation and
imagery are more important than logical explanations or stories of social events. Often the logical story is
overwhelming or stressful. By watching their own personal imagery or feeling physical sensations, it becomes
interesting and there is more space. Space offers room for contraction, expansion, shift, or more awareness. The
client can gather information and often the image or point of physical distress has wisdom or need that will arise
to help the whole psyche soma system.
In session, a person begins with a story. At some point in the story, there is something significant they are trying
to show and bring into their awareness. This can quickly be disregarded by their continuing to speak. By asking
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them to take one moment and repeat significant words, they can move deeper into noticing the physical and
emotional experience. This can also be achieved by asking them to notice how their hands are being held or the
way they are breathing or not breathing. They bring more awareness to sensation, and then notice if anything else
wants to happen. The client moves from psyche into soma through sensation and experience.
“Another specific contribution made by psychosynthesis is its reaffirmation of the importance and value of the
will.” (op.cit. p.4) If I operate in a normal psychological treatment procedure, it is first important for me to question
the client, make a judgment or diagnosis, and then apply a treatment procedure constructed by specialists, outside
the individual’s physical and mental system. Often medical and physical therapies do not work to reduce pain and
tension. I believe that they fail because they have not acknowledged the body’s subconscious will. The intelligent
psychological or medical procedure overrides their physical system and their will, with applied treatment. By
supporting the client’s direction, choice, and desire, I can follow the client’s physical and mental, individual path
to healing.
This healing is created through their drawings, words, breath, and movements. As they acknowledge their internal
process, the defensiveness of the will relaxes and so do the cells; as the psyche, so the soma. When the cells relax
there is more blood flow, oxygen and more movement of breath. Breath is the life force that helps cells to release
toxins and receive nutrients, also to release old stories and receive new ideas.
Because psychosynthesis has an oval diagram, expansion of consciousness is not linear. It is circular or
three-dimensional radial. I can allow my client to expand, sing, dance, laugh, draw, or imagine, and I will know
that it will bring them into their conflict with anything that is inhibiting them. I can also know that I can allow my
client to cry, wail, scream, tighten, contract, freeze and it will bring them to their path of bliss. I have seen this
happen in every session. If I wait without stress, the client will come to a point where their breathing expands and
they experience feelings of calm and energy. Just as the breath moves from inhale to exhale, the higher and lower
consciousness are a fluid system. If I hold my breath and contract against it, eventually I will expand into a full
breath again. By not interfering with the client’s will and following them as they experience one second at a time,
they allow their body to choose and they practice both contraction and expansion in all directions. This gives them
more empowerment as they practice using their will and notice their ability to move.
The recognition and use of the will has great importance in psychosomatic medicine, and the
execution of many of the psychological and psycho-physical techniques demands the voluntary
and active collaboration of the patient. But this does not imply the use of the will only, but requires
a fundamental will to be cured. Where the will is deficient, obstructed or overwhelmed by what
has been called the counter-will (Gegenwille), the death instinct (Freud), the tendency to
self-destruction (Menninger), it is important for the doctor to be well aware of the situation, and
he must try to arouse or reinforce the will to be cured. Lacking this, every therapeutic endeavor
remains ineffective. (op.cit. p. 5)
As Assagioli says this so clearly, I have seen it repeatedly in every session with my clients. I have worked with
people with pain, tension, and lack of movement from stress, operations, injury, and cancer. Each client’s story
is different and there have been many variables, but the way I approach them is the same and the sessions are all
very similar. I help them connect to their will, their power of choice, through sensation, movement, imagery,
drawing, and breath. They are in command of what happens next, how their movement or the drawing changes,
and their decision to contract or expand. Their will moves us from a more limited perspective and less choices to
a more expanded view and more opportunities. It does not instantly open or expand. It often moves like an organic
form. There is contraction and then expansion and a repeating of this just like a developing embryo.
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One of my very first clients was a woman with breast cancer. She spent the majority of each session speaking
about her frustration with her relationships with everyone around her. She had expanded her education, self-healing,
and view of the world beyond her husband, relatives, and neighbors. This social conflict left her saying consistently
that she wanted to die. We had spent some sessions exploring this feeling and thought. I confronted her and let
her know that eventually she would want to be aware of her choice and to decide if she wanted to live or die. If
she really did want to die, I did not want to work against her will. She went through a very difficult struggle. The
confrontation did not serve her because her will was to struggle through this decision making process. She wanted
someone there with her as she considered a more expanded life or the contraction of death.
Cells cannot be convinced, manipulated, or tricked. They remain true and clear. If they want to die they will work
toward that end. If they are mad at you they will be contracted. Inside the body can be similar to an angry family
member in a family system. Once they have spoken and have been heard, they can also become very receptive,
energetic, and creative. On a cellular level, you cannot override the system.
I call myself a Healer. I am not interested in being a Marriage and Family Therapist because I do not record, track,
or hold much value to the mental, social, or emotional story. I respect the story as the client’s experience, but my
focus is to help the body into greater vibrancy. I track the energetic wave pattern and am watching the breath to
signal contraction and expansion. I have considered working on a PhD but do not currently have the resources to
make that happen. I let my clients know this and that I am taking notes on my practice. ◙
Kathryn Rone, MA, CYT, has an MA in Counseling Psychology from Sophia University and attended an
extra year of Psychosynthesis studies with Ann Gila and John Firman at Psychosynthesis Palo Alto. She
has been working with individual clients on the body-mind connection for healing, since 2008.

kathryn@creativehealingmovement.com
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Supporting the Future of Psychosynthesis
in North America
Didi Firman, EdD, BCC, LMHC
Director of Training, The Synthesis Center
www.synthesiscenter.org

T

he Synthesis Center is nearing 40 years of psychosynthesis training. It has been a joy and a privilege. Over
the last five years, we have made a significant turn to orienting our training to psychosynthesis coaching. The
Schaubs, in NYC, are doing a similar thing with a more specialized orientation in coaching for nurses. We are
seeing the same thing in various parts of Europe, as well. Why the move to coaching?
The fields of psychotherapy and counseling, in the US at any rate, are often tied in to insurance companies,
academic based licensure, a strong bias towards pharmaceutical intervention as a first round of defense, and the
general pathology based medical model. These tendencies do not fully resonate with psychosynthesis, positive
psychology, the theory of resilience, or the contemplative psychologies that are emerging in the field.
The field of coaching allows a goodness of fit that may not be available in other professional orientations. It also
allows well-trained and certified coaches to be primarily affiliated with psychosynthesis as a methodology and
practice, while orienting their work towards a variety of specialty areas.
Grant (2003) offers a brief definition of coaching: “Life coaching can be broadly defined as a collaborative
solution-focused, result-oriented and systemic process in which the coach facilitates the enhancement of life
experience and goal attainment in the personal and/or professional life of normal, nonclinical clients” (p.254).
Nonclinical is a key term here and one of the ethical guidelines that differentiates coaching from psychotherapy.
Coaches work with people for whom psychotherapy is not necessary.
The field of coaching is variously referred to as personal coaching, life coaching, wellness coaching or in business,
executive coaching, with many personalized variations. Professional coaching has emerged strongly since 1998.
It is a field that is currently unlicensed, though regional and national certification is available. It has found among
its practitioners both counselors and psychotherapists transitioning from clinical work into coaching, and
practitioners trained solely as coaches. Its application extends to a wide variety of client populations, client needs
and varying services for personal, professional, and business use.
Psychosynthesis, as a holistic, transpersonal, psychological orientation has pioneered key concepts and strategies
that are at the core of coaching principles. Written in 1973, Roberto Assagioli’s The Act of Will is a defining text
in psychosynthesis and clearly orients itself towards a coaching methodology. Psychosynthesis assumes a Self in
each person functioning as a center of awareness and will. It is through accessing awareness and engaging will
that growth and transformation are possible. Along with a comprehensive theory and methodology to support
access to the will, theory and practice include: the use of the full range of psychological functioning (imagination,
thinking, feeling, sensation, impulse and intuition); work with subpersonalities; techniques of imagery; dialogue;
journaling; personal and transpersonal orientation; goal setting; cognitive, emotional, and sensory awareness; and
a commitment to purpose, meaning and values as the path to well being. Individual coaches add to psychosynthesis
theory the unique orientations that define their work, integrating the best of whole-being practices into the field
of psychosynthesis coaching.
The Call of Self, a phrase coined in psychosynthesis long ago, is the center point of work. It is the assumption that
each individual has the capacity to tune in, deeply, to a sense of life purpose. Individuals enter coaching in response
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to this very Call of Self, as they “hear” a need to grow, reorient, expand, heal or even reinvent their lives. Likewise
families, groups, businesses and cultures at large have the potential for responding to what is truly important,
creating slowly but surely healthier people, families, communities, and a sustainable global reality.
One of our founding psychosynthesis educators, trained by Assagioli, brought the field of psychosynthesis coaching
into our awareness at the beginning of the century, and towards the end of her long life as a psychosynthesis
practitioner and teacher. Martha Crampton describes her understanding of the interface of coaching and
psychosynthesis:
The emerging profession of life coaching seems destined to play a significant role in the future,
providing support for relatively healthy people to realize their full potentials. It is a discipline
that assigns a central role to the will, drawing on both personal and spiritual levels of this core
psychological function. In contrast to psychotherapy, coaching assumes that clients have
sufficient emotional integration to function in self-responsibility, at least as an ideal, and that
they can use their will with some degree of effectiveness. This would imply basic levels of good
will and skillful will, in psychosynthesis terminology. In this context, Assagioli’s profound
insights into the nature and functioning of the will, so far ahead of their time, will likely find a
receptive audience (2000, last para).
As psychosynthesis coaching has moved into the mainstream, now being practiced worldwide and as a nationally
certified profession (Board Certified Coach, Center for Credentialing and Education, NBCC), the movement of
psychosynthesis in North America may well be supported by this growing orientation. The hope of the Synthesis
Center, and many others, is that psychosynthesis practitioners who don’t have an orientation within a specific
field will be able to find that community and that identification within the field of coaching. The transformative
power of psychosynthesis will perhaps blossom as fully as it should, held and sustained within the field of
coaching. This is, for me, as an aging psychosynthesis teacher, the future that I see unfolding, supporting
psychosynthesis in its expansion and into its continued wise and compassionate transformative potential.
In 2013, certified Psychosynthesis Life Coaches presented their understanding of key elements of
psychosynthesis coaching to the AAP conference in Burlington, VT. In short form, some of this core
understanding of psychosynthesis coaching follows.
In psychosynthesis coaching, practitioners and clients work from the foundation of an adult-to-adult, I-Thou
relationship, lessening the power differential and the weight of transference and countertransference. The
relationship is an active alliance. Coaching clients come with an embedded capacity for disidentification from
their story, holding and honoring primal wounding, but living with it as history. They’ve been there and done that
work, or it is work that is not being called forth in this engagement with their coach. The work of coaching is not
primarily work of the past, or the lower unconscious, though these threads will inevitably be woven into the work.
The Call of Self, as it asks clients to be true to themselves, truer and truer over time, is the guiding wisdom for
both coach and client. Coaches learn to hear, as clearly as possible, what the client’s deepest purpose is and both
coaches and clients stay committed to that deep connection to Self. Purpose, meaning, and values evolve into
goals and intentions, which clients define, then make manifest. Goals may be inner or outer, wide and global, or
precise and articulate. All become goals that the client can monitor as they progress. Goals are actionable. The
coach’s job is to support the act of will and the client as willer, both empowering purpose, and inviting, even
requiring deliberation, to check the clarity of purpose, giving space to note subpersonality agendas, but not let
them lead. Clients move towards certainty that the voice that speaks and the self that chooses are honoring the
guidance of Self. Purpose becomes manifest. (Note the stages of the act of will: purpose, deliberation, choice,
affirmation, planning, manifestation.)
(Continued on page 44)
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In service of these Soulful goals, be they helping to create world peace or cleaning the kitchen, psychosynthesis
coaches nourish clients in accessing, strengthening and living through all psychological functions; knowing their
subpersonalities and working with them; practicing the fine art of disidentification; increasing awareness and
strengthening will; and accessing the transpersonal qualities that are calling at all times. Coaches show up fully
present, willing and able to call on both receptive and assertive strategies, balancing the yin and yang of presence.
The client is invited to do the same. Every psychosynthesis technique or strategy and the overarching theory of
psychosynthesis are brought to bear. Coaching, in person or long distance, creates the holding environment for
positive change. Psychosynthesis is the guiding star. Each coach is the unique guide, walking alongside the unique
traveler in the journey of Self-Realization.
Metaphorically, psychosynthesis coaches tell their clients: “Leave the basement and come into the house you are
building. It is a beautiful house and only you can build it. Every window lets in your light. Every floor supports
you. Every door opens into your path in life. Every room allows your true expression. You are the architect of this
house. You are the carpenter. You live in this house and it is you.” ◙
References
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Tapping into Our Children’s Intuition and Our Own
Ilene Val-Essen, PhD
The intuitive mind is a sacred gift and the
rational mind is a faithful servant.
― Albert Einstein

D

id you ever see a geology display in a museum? You know the kind: you look at a seemingly ordinary, uninteresting
rock, gray and drab. Then you shine an ultraviolet light on it. Suddenly, the rock transforms and glows with
brilliant colors. Like these rocks, a child’s ordinary comment often reveals extraordinary insight, a depth of
understanding that we might easily miss.
We’ll begin by shining an ultraviolet light on a few of the unusual, confusing, and often challenging ways that our
children express their “knowing.” Then we’ll share an exercise to help us identify with our intuition, called “An
Interview with Your Higher Self.”
Out of the Mouths of Babes
Since children’s intuition is often expressed in code, we’ll provide support to decipher their secret language. Five ways
to recognize the intuition are listed below. Each has a brief description followed by an example. A lovely display of
brilliant color awaits us. We’ll see that the intuition is more present than we ever imagined—and that it’s much easier
to recognize than we may have believed.
1. Physical Symptoms
Bodily complaints—such as stomachaches or headaches—may be the physical manifestation of a psychological concern.
If we remain alert to this possibility, a child’s ailment may serve as a surface cue guiding us toward further exploration.
The doctor found no reason for my son’s recent stomachaches. I was especially worried because he
rarely gets sick or complains. After a miserable week, I noticed one Saturday that Jeremy had returned
to his animated self. Suddenly I thought: there’s no school today. Then I commented, “Jeremy, I’m so
happy you’re feeling better, but I’m curious, do you think your tummy aches have anything to do with
school?” Tears rolled down his eyes when he explained, “My teacher embarrasses me in front of my
friends. In a mean voice she says, ‘Won’t you ever learn to raise your hand before speaking?’”
After a parent-teacher conference, during which the air was cleared, the complaints about stomachaches
disappeared.
2. Simple, Unexpected Solutions
A surprising, seemingly trivial solution may be the perfect one.
My son cried each day when I left him at nursery school. It was awful for him and for me. I tried my
best to come up with clever solutions—to no avail. After explaining that I wanted us both to feel good,
I asked if he had any ideas he thought would work. To my amazement he said enthusiastically, “Kiss
my friends Minnie Mouse, Mickey Mouse, and Donald Duck, then kiss me. Then you can go to work
and I won’t cry.” He meant it; the crying ended and never returned.
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3. Fantasy
Make-believe, magic, and the imagination serve as the gateway into the child’s world of wisdom. It can be a
gold mine!
My wife and I had just bought a home with a swimming pool, even though we knew 5-year-old Amos
was petrified of the water. One hot summer day when Amos and I were discussing how to help him
overcome his fear of the pool, he proclaimed boldly, “I could find an answer if I had a magical brain
machine.” I encouraged him, “That sounds intriguing. Would you like to make one? I’d be happy to
help.” Following his lead, we found simple props from our house—Q-tips, a ski hat, and a silver
dollar—and completed our task quickly. Amos placed the brain machine on his head and within seconds
he announced, “I’m okay now; I know what I need to be safe. I’ll just tell myself, ‘Even my guppies
can swim.’” To my great surprise, that did the trick.
4. Symbols
Favorite animals, dolls, toys, trinkets, heroes, and authors often act powerfully to fulfill important needs. If we pay
attention to these codes, we can better understand our children.
When my teenage son, Brian, was going through chemotherapy and radiation, friends and relatives
asked him if there was anything he wanted. He made only one request: “Please buy me a giraffe.” After
I counted fifty giraffes of all shapes and sizes, I couldn’t contain myself and asked in bemusement,
“Why do you ask for more when you already have so many?” He answered candidly, “Only giraffes
truly understand me—and they give me strength. I need all I can get.”
5. Repetition
Repetition may be verbal in the form of questions and discussions, or nonverbal modeled in a child’s actions. We
generally experience repetitive behavior as annoying or interpret it as manipulative, especially when we believe we
have dealt with it adequately. But repetition may indicate the presence of unmet needs; the intensity and persistence
of this behavior often reflect the depth of feelings associated with it.
My husband passed away several years ago and my 8-year-old daughter had been asking me repeatedly,
“Do you miss Daddy?” Patiently I’d answer her, “Yes, I miss him very much and think about him every
day.” A week or two would pass and Amy would ask the question again. At some point, I realized my
answer didn’t satisfy her and I doubted it ever would. This time I went a step further, “Amy, every time
you ask me if I miss Daddy, I tell you I miss him very much, but my response doesn’t seem to be enough.
I’m curious, how come?” Only then did Amy reveal what was truly on her mind. “I want you to remarry,
Mom. I want a new dad.” Once she confessed her longing, she never repeated the question again.
Are light bulbs going off in your head? Are you aware of missed opportunities with your children? Most parents are.
That doesn’t feel good, of course. But it’s inevitable. We want so much to be the best parents we can be. I encourage
you to “water the flowers, not the weeds.” Appreciate your aliveness, your curiosity, pleased that you are in an ongoing
process of learning. It’s never too late to gain awareness and tune into your children as they, and you, continue to grow.
Shining the Ultra-Violet Light on Our Own Knowing
Parents enjoy tuning into their children’s intuition, but they also wonder, “How can I tap into my own?” That’s a
welcomed question. We play many roles in life and engage in a broad range of relationships. It’s not always clear how
to navigate our complex world. Uncertainty can weigh heavily on our minds, greatly affecting our moods and how we
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treat our children. We’re all well aware that when we’re at peace, we’re much better parents! Our intuition can help us
gain clarity—a gift to us and to all those with whom we interact.
An Interview with Your Higher Self
Purpose: To access your intuition.
Preparation: Bridge Exercise.
•
•
•

See yourself sitting across from your own higher self.
Visualize the higher self in any way that feels comfortable—as a figure, an image, or as radiant energy.
Allow your symbol of the higher self to connect with you so that you feel its presence deeply.

Directions:
•
•
•

•
•
•

Visualize a brilliant relationship light encompassing you both.
In this radiant light, describe to your higher self in as much detail as you wish the area in your life or the
particular situation in which you hope to gain insight.
You may want to begin the interview by asking the higher self these questions:
- What holds me back from already having the answer?
- What do I need to do to gain insight?
- What advice or wisdom can you offer me?
- What do I do that may inhibit me from gaining the knowledge I need?
- What do I do that best supports resolution to my concern?
Listen attentively as your higher self provides answers.
As the interview nears its end, ask any remaining questions you wish to have answered and listen to any
additional comments your higher self may offer.
Take whatever time you need to feel comfortable and to experience a sense of closure.

Journal Writing: As soon as possible, take detailed notes of the interview. Since intuitive insights often take time to
percolate, the more thorough your description, the more food for thought. Add to these notes whenever new ideas arise
or when you want to explore the situation further.
Brief Review
The intuition taps into our deepest knowing. If we’re able to recognize the cues our children give us daily, we’re better
able to be the parents they need and deserve—the parents we want to be. And when we’re able to access our own
intuition, we’re better able to express our highest potential and become the people we want to be. ◙

This article is based on a chapter from Ilene Val-Essen’s new book Parenting with Wisdom and
Compassion: Bring Out the Best in Your Family. She is also the author of the award-winning book Bring
Out the Best in Your Child and Your Self: Creating a Family Based on Mutual Respect and the creator
of the Quality Parenting programs. Dr. Val-Essen leads workshops in the USA and Europe and is a
featured speaker at international conferences. She teaches at UCLA, Education Extension, and practices
as a Marriage and Family Therapist in Los Angeles, CA. You can learn more by visiting her website:
www.BringOutTheBest.com.
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The Third Awakening
Thomas Yeomans, PhD

[This talk was given at a plenary session at the AAP Conference held at Ste-Anne-de-Bellevue, Quebec, Canada,
August 2015—Ed.]
Background
First of all, let me say how grateful and happy I am to be here today and to have the opportunity to explore with you
the process of spiritual awakening and the use of psychosynthetic principles and practice in supporting this deeply
human experience. I have worked in the field of Psychosynthesis for forty-five years now, and have never ceased to
wonder at, and admire, the depth and breadth of Roberto Assagioli’s conception of the human being and our relationship
to all levels of life, from person to planet. Since age 30, when I first saw the oval diagram in the book Psychosynthesis
and recognized instantly this is what I had been looking for, I have never stopped uncovering more and more of what
this vision contains and marveling at how it could grow to include new experiences as we learned more about the process
of psycho-spiritual development at all levels. I am deeply grateful for the experience of meeting and studying with
Assagioli in these early years of my professional life (1972) and for his continuing influence on my life and work in
the time since.
I studied Psychosynthesis also at the Psychosynthesis Institute in Palo Alto and completed advanced training there in
1974. I then worked as a trainer for the Institute and by the middle 70s we, the staff, were teaching training programs
all over the country and abroad. It was a heady and exciting time, for a powerful and committed group had gathered at
the Institute and we were inspired to bring Psychosynthesis to a world that was hungry for it. Michael Murphy, the
founder of the Esalen Institute in Big Sur, declared at that time that Psychosynthesis would “integrate the human potential
movement”, and many leaders from that movement came to study at the Institute, as well as professionals from other
parts of the US, and even leaders of other Psychosynthesis centers in this country and abroad. Yet by the end of the 70s
the Institute had collapsed, torn by power dynamics and shadow elements, and I had seen at first hand, within the span
of a decade, the best and the worst of spiritual life. The catastrophic demise of the Psychosynthesis Institute, by then
in San Francisco, was devastating, both to those who were directly involved, and to the larger movement in this country.
(This episode is documented in Chapter 7 of the book Psychosynthesis in North America—1957-2010 and had a far
ranging effect on the field).
Soul Calling
Personally, this experience left me shattered and shaken, and not at all sure where to go. Then, one day in the fall of
1980, in the aftermath of the collapse, I was sitting in our living room in San Francisco in this quandary, feeling a thick
fog all around me and quite dazed and discouraged. Now it just so happened that my wife Anne and I had bought a
desktop globe for our sons, and through this fog of confusion I saw it sitting there across the room. I was holding this
question of where now with my life and work, when suddenly the globe lifted off the desk and came straight at me, and
I heard a voice clearly say, “whatever it is, it needs to be about the earth as a whole.” At that very moment the fog lifted
and I knew I had an answer—the planet had to be the context for whatever I did from that time on, and it has been.
I continued to work in the field of Psychosynthesis to help it recover from the debacle of the Institute’s collapse. This
work put me in touch with people all over the country who had been hurt by this event and it led to an international
conference, co-hosted by John Weiser and myself, in Toronto in 1983, to which more than 500 psychosynthesists came.
Also during the 80’s John Weiser and I coedited and published three books of readings in Psychosynthesis in which
(Continued on page 49)
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the context was person to planet; and, in 1988, I gave a keynote talk at the international conference in Italy on the
hundredth anniversary of Assagioli’s birth, entitled “World Awakening: Psychosythesis and Geosynthesis”. In the 80s
and 90s this calling took me to Europe and eventually Russia, and a touching detail of the intensity of my intention was
that I carried an earth flag wherever I went to teach, and presented it as a gift to the institute or center, I was working
in. In any way I could I shaped my work to include the context of person to planet, and this calling has led me here
today, 35 years later, to be speaking on the Third Awakening and its importance to planetary health and life.
The Three Awakenings
Roberto Assagioli was fond of a particular practice of which he often spoke. This was the practice of the “second
awakening.” Every morning when he first awoke (first awakening) he would sit up in bed and meditate in order to
contact his Higher Self and identify with this aspect of his experience. This was the “second awakening.” The movement
in consciousness was from unconsciousness to personal consciousness and then to spiritual consciousness. He
recommended this practice highly and it represents the essence of consciousness work in Psychosynthesis and many
kindred disciplines—we “wake up” from our various “sleeps,” or identifications/attachments, and transcend them in
order to become more connected, more aware, more our true selves.
These first two awakenings have been both central and sufficient to psycho-spiritual work until recently, for they describe
two major steps in the process of spiritual awakening and have been invaluable to countless people seeking to grow
and mature spiritually. Further, they correlate with what Assagioli called “the process of psychosynthesis,” what Jung
termed “individuation,” Maslow called “Self-realization,” and Erikson and the Constructive Developmentalists
“Maturation.” They are the backbone of how consciousness grows and expands to include more and more of our
experience and eventually to root in what Assagioli termed “the Higher Self.” All of us know these two awakenings
and have practiced them consciously for years. And even if we have not, they still happen, for Life itself tends in the
direction of such awakening, and the process is deeply natural and built in, so to speak. As Jung said, “who looks outside,
dreams; who looks inside, awakens.” We, as psychosynthesists, merely make this process conscious and explicit and
then seek to support it in any way we can. These two awakenings are familiar territory for us, and vastly useful in the
process of human maturation.
The Third Awakening
In recent years, however, I have begun to recognize, and think about, the existence of a “third awakening” which springs
from the first two, but is different in focus and actual experience. This is an awakening, as a soul, or Higher Self, to the
soul of the world, and our place in it, and a realization that the world, as well as oneself, is sacred. To build on Jung’s
statement, it is “to look outside” again, now as an awakened soul. With this awakening comes a growing sense of one’s
particular place in this sacred whole as well as one’s particular part in nourishing and protecting it. Further, this third
awakening is an experience, not so much of transcendence as of descendence and incarnation. It is a movement “down
and in” rather than “up and out”. Transcendence is prerequisite to it, but descendence is the principle by which it happens.
It is a realization, as a Higher Self, or soul, that the world and planet also are sacred and the universe alive. David
Spangler, who is developing “Incarnational Spirituality,” puts it this way:“We are not incarnated enough. We have
privileged the transpersonal; now we need to privilege the personal and hold it as equally sacred.”
The attributes of this third awakening are quite distinct.
First, it is very kinesthetic and comes through the body and direct experience rather than through the
mind and feelings, although these resonate with it. It is a visceral and vital awakening.
(Continued on page 50)
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Second, it comes through a growing sense of real work in the world rather than just spiritual
consciousness, no matter how pure and powerful. It is the realization of a part to play in the larger whole
of Life on earth.
Third, it tends to come through the collective, or group consciousness, and brings us an experience of
our bond with others who are at work in the same way, and our relationship with all beings on earth. It
is an experience of the inherent interdependence of all Life.
I have two examples of this experience—one personal, one collective. The personal one is the story of our younger son,
Ben, who at one point when he was a teenager, as we were sitting at the kitchen table, asked me to tell him about my
work. I, of course, loved this rare opportunity and spoke passionately about the soul and spiritual development. He
listened respectfully and then said at the end “I understand all that. I’m going to do something else.” And this intention
has led to his being a builder and building straw bale houses on Indian reservations.
The second is the Peoples’ Climate March in September of last year. This was a huge collective event, initiated by
350.org and Avaaz, both of whom have email lists of hundreds of thousands of people all over the world. 400,000
people marched in New York City and marches were held simultaneously all around the globe at the same time. The
placards were not about consciousness, they were about action, and there was a great joy among the marchers in
demanding action and taking action themselves on climate change. And yet, at the same time, at 12:55 there was a
planned call for silence in memory of all those people and plants and animals that had already suffered from climate
change, and would you believe it! right on time the 400,000 people fell silent, raised their hands and held each others’,
looked to the earth, and remembered. Then, at 1 PM sharp the most incredible roar swept through the marchers, down
Central Park West, across 58th street and down 6th avenue to 14th street. Bells, horns, voices, trumpets rang out to sound
the alarm about climate change, and this powerful cacophony was heard by the world leaders who were meeting at the
UN the next day, most of whom cited the march in their speeches. This was, to my mind, a third awakening event–very
practical and engaged, and global in scope. The other two awakenings were part of the experience, but no longer the
focus of it.
In these critical dark times that we are presently in as a species I sense that more and more people are experiencing this
third awakening and the call to take responsibility, not only for their own life, but also for all Life on the planet. These
people have experienced the first two awakenings, either deliberately, or in the course of living, and they are seeking
now a way to be in the world that will confront the collective issues and contribute to the well being of the Whole, not
just their particular life. This is a new development in spiritual life and a response to the times that we are living in.
The Process of Soul Awakening
All three awakenings are aspects of the universal process of spiritual awakening, and they are consonant with each
other. They require, however, different means and practice and point to different outcomes in consciousness and action.
Further, this third awakening is coming to humanity at a time when it is most needed, and it is imperative that we find
ways to support this experience and enable it to do its work—in human consciousness and consequent behavior. It is a
central aspect of the next step in the maturation of the species and an antidote to the range of crises that we are dealing
with at present. Indeed, at this time on earth, as individuals and as a species, I believe we are being asked to “wake up”
to the realities of planetary life and to come into a new relationship to them. It is not enough to be Self-realized, though
this is an important step. Rather we are being asked to take this Self-realization and bring it directly and powerfully to
bear in the world and on collective Life.
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We are, truly, at a critical moment in our history as a species on planet earth. Crises are rampant, systems are breaking
down, and though there is growing response to these conditions, the outcome is still uncertain and there are no guarantees
that we will come through to a new and better world. There are many who are still unaware of this situation, and many
who deny and resist it and affirm the status quo. There are even some who are exploiting the uncertainty for their own
gain. Yet there are also a growing number of people who are aware of, and awake to, this quickening, and who are
rolling up their sleeves and getting to work on whatever needs to be done to support the birth. Need and opportunity
exist at all levels and work at any level can help, if it is done in the spirit of the needed changes. The third awakening
is a means to this process of transformation and the maturation of the human species.
Further Attributes
There are six more attributes of this third awakening in human consciousness that I want to mention briefly. The first
is perhaps the most obvious, that we are being asked to conceive of our lives within the context of the planet as a whole.
Global is local and vise versa—in our communication systems, our economies, and increasingly our politics and cultural
life. We are all, whether we like it or not, planetary citizens and a world community.
The second is less obvious. It is emerging in people’s experience as a new spirituality that is focused on the earth rather
than heaven, or nirvana, on life here now rather than the afterlife, and on living ethically and morally within the limits
of life on earth as we know it. An interesting phenomenon in this respect is the burgeoning of the atheist gatherings in
England and this country and increasingly all over the world. This is spirituality without religion, stressing human
community and humanistic values and affirming the earth as our spiritual home rather than heaven.
The third is that this awakening is a process rather than a state of consciousness, and is continually expanding and
deepening into Life. It is rooted in a living universe that is expanding constantly, and we need to keep pace with this
rate of change in our own lives.
The fourth is that this awakening embraces both light and dark, joy and suffering as equal and all needed in the
complexity of the realization of who we are as souls on earth. Its focus is on “human wholeness” and an experience of
being alive that can hold all dimensions of our human experience and work with them in ourselves and others.
The fifth is that this awakening brings joy in being on earth through facing directly the adversities and challenges that
confront us on the planet now. As we awaken, we become truly at home on earth and take our particular place and do
our part as souls in the needed maturation work of the species. Heaven, or hell, are here now, and we awake to the fact
that we make Life what it is with our choices and our actions, rooted in our Higher Self, or soul.
The sixth is the emergence of a new image of humanity on earth—not the one of dominance and control, but of
community participation and caring for the earth, each other, and all beings. It’s as if the Divine is right here among us
rather than off in the distance, and also that, as the Hopi prophecy says, “We are the ones we have been waiting for.”
We are divine and so is the world we inhabit and we are responsible for caring for it and each other. There is no one
“out there” who will save us. As Martin Luther King said, “we will either learn to love each other as brothers and sisters,
or we will perish as fools.”
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The Higher Self
In terms of the topic of this conference, I think that those of us who took the Higher Self off of the top of the egg
diagram were sensing this emergence of the third awakening. We were feeling the limits of transcendence and wanting
more and more of human experience at all levels to be included and “held” by the Self. Our sense was that the Self was
being asked to descend and incarnate more fully, and that transcendence alone, no matter how useful, was limited and
needed to be complemented by this new principle of “descendence.” And in fact, if you read Assagioli closely, he is
totally in accord with this movement, and all his work on the will points to this descent into action.
The Higher Self, certainly, can stay at the top of the oval diagram and this still can happen. The point is to include all
three awakenings and support people wherever they are in the awakening process. People can’t be forced to go beyond
where they are, nor can they be held back, once they see where they want to go. The value of making the third awakening
explicit is that it gives permission and accords dignity to what is already happening and provides the Higher Self a
ground and a context for action in the world. My suggestion is that we embrace the complexity of the process and not
quibble over diagrams. Different people will approach the diagram in different ways, and we can work out these
differences in the light of the common human process of awakening that underlies them.
“Go slow to go fast”
This process of awakening is hard, slow work--one step at a time. The thing to do is to recognize the step you want
and need to take and then take it, embracing as you do the complexity, beauty, and suffering of life on earth now. This
brings a spiritual perspective that is neither mystical, nor militant, but is a conscious human maturity, fully grounded
in the particulars of one’s place and part in daily life.
At this time I sense that more and more people are taking the step described here as the third awakening. This is where
the edge of consciousness growth is now. For, think about this. All our global problems can be seen to stem from human
consciousness immaturity, and that in these present crises, which spring from our collective unconsciousness, we are
being asked as a species to grow up, to realize our full potential and to let go of the more immature and violent ways
of dealing with each other and the earth we share. This development is, in fact, inevitable, but it can come about with
greater or lesser cost and suffering. This difference is up to us--individuals, groups, nations and the species as a whole.
Listen to Assagioli on this point. This first statement is from an interview with him in the last years of his life.
“Meanwhile, although I have not the slightest fear of death (simply because I do not believe in its
existence) I hope to have still a few years ahead in which to live in this most interesting, although rather
uncomfortable, period and to continue doing my small part on the great work of building ‘the new city
of humanity’.”
And here are two passages from his book Psychosynthesis:
“Let us feel and obey the urge aroused by the great need of healing the serious ills which at present
are affecting humanity; let us realize the contribution we can make to the creation of a new
civilization, characterized by harmonious integration and cooperation, pervaded by the spirit of
synthesis.” (Page 9)
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“From a still wider and more comprehensive point of view, universal life itself appears to us as a struggle
between multiplicity and unity—a labor and an aspiration toward union. We seem to sense that—
whether we conceive it as a divine Being or as cosmic energy—the Spirit working upon and within all
creation is shaping it into order, harmony, and beauty, uniting all beings (some willing, but the majority
as yet blind and rebellious) with each other through links of love, achieving—slowly and silently, but
powerfully and irresistibly—the Supreme Synthesis.” (Page 31)
Assagioli was fond of saying to his students, “Go slow to go fast.” There is urgency, and there is time, all at once, here
and now. He also used to talk about working “under the aspect of eternity” and taking the time that is truly needed
without rushing and pushing ourselves. “Make haste slowly” was another one of his favorite adages. And yet, as Joanna
Macy says, “there is no time not to love.”
Here and Now
So here we are. Take a look around the room and see who is here with you. Each and all of us have a place in this
process of awakening of the species and a part to play in working to change the way we live on earth so that all beings
can survive and thrive. There is no God out there who will save us, or do it for us. There is no world leader who will
do it for us. There is nowhere else to go but right here now in the hell, or heaven, we make with our choices and our
lives. Think about it and consider your life and work in this light. All of us are needed, all of us are growing, and it is
only a question of will we awaken enough and in time to make the difference.
I want to close with a period of silence and reflection on just this question. Where are you now and where do you sense
you are called to go with your life and work? I’d like to take five minutes of silence with this and then end with the
ringing of the bell. After that, in the time remaining, we will have a dialogue and a chance to reflect together on this
experience of the Third Awakening.
Thank you for being here, for listening, and for being the people you are.
Thomas Yeomans, PhD tyeomans1@gmail.com

Thomas Yeomans, PhD is the Founder/Director of the Concord Institute in the USA and co-founder of the
International School in St. Petersburg, Russia. He has trained helping professionals in Psychosyntheisis and
Spiritual Psychology throughout North America and Europe for the last 45 years.
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The Synthesis Center
2016 Psychosynthesis Coach Training Programs
2016 marks our bi-yearly
Summer Intensive Training Program
For those who live in the northeast region of the U.S. or are able to travel monthly to
Massachusetts, we will be offering a live program this summer, at our training center in
Amherst, MA. This is our well-loved summer intensive, with three four-day weekends (July
8 to 11, August 5 to 8 & September 9 to 12), that make up the full Level 1 training.

Distance Learning Program
The Distance Learning Program (DLP) includes live group teleconferences, online readings, and
other resources, as well as an independent study component and practice coaching sessions with a
partner. All students participate in regular practicums to gain plenty of actual coaching experience
throughout the course. The DLP is an ongoing class with a Level 1, and a Level 2 for those who
already have psychosynthesis training.

Independent Study Program
For some, an independent study (IS) option may be the best choice. In this model, the bulk of the
work is presented as packets, with assignments, writing, one-on-one conversation with staff, and selfcreated coaching practice. Often the IS program may be used to catch someone up, so they can
enter the live or teleconference program; or it may be used to accommodate changing needs, for
those who may miss a portion of one of the scheduled programs. IS programs are also offered to
small groups of people, colleagues, or friends who may want to study together.

All programs lead to Psychosynthesis Life Coach certification, and the national Board
Certified Coach accreditation, for those who meet BCC requirements.
For more information visit The Center’s website:
http://www.synthesiscenter.org/coaching.htm
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The Work That Reconnects and Psychosynthesis
Molly Brown

F

or the last 26 years, I have lived and worked with a synthesis of Roberto Assagioli’s psychosynthesis and
Joanna Macy’s Work That Reconnects. These days I am focusing on the Work That Reconnects, although I
continue to teach psychosynthesis courses on-line and bring its principles and practices into my counseling and
coaching. In this essay I want to acknowledge how these two “schools” have contributed to my life and work,
separately and together, and share some thoughts on why the Work That Reconnects calls me more strongly at
this time of global crises.
Psychosynthesis caught my attention way back in the 1960s because it recognized and included the spiritual
dimension of our lives, without adhering to specific religious teachings. I wondered then, as now, how any
psychology that ignores or denies the spiritual dimension can be considered valid or complete. Psychosynthesis
brought together my interests in psychology and Eastern philosophies, which were of increasing appeal in the
West at that time. I also appreciated its experiential emphasis, offering practices and models through which to
explore one’s personality and inner life. It seemed very open and validating of each person’s unique understanding
and experience. In the years of study and practice since, my appreciation of its basic principles has deepened—
principles such as disidentification, subpersonalities, the will, and the central role of intuition and imagination
along with emotions and thinking. I still use many psychosynthesis practices for my own personal growth:
disidentification, journaling, writing a letter to Self, subpersonality dialogues, and creative meditation.
Although psychosynthesis is no longer the primary focus of my workshops or writing, it continues to provide me
with a context or a platform for whatever I do in the world, including the Work That Reconnects. Psychosynthesis
functions as a psycho-spiritual reservoir upon which I draw.
Now in my seventies, my attention is increasingly called to the global “Great Unraveling” of our life-support
systems (described in the 2014 edition of Coming Back to Life,1 which I co-authored with Joanna Macy). I can no
longer turn away from the catastrophes unfolding around me: climate disruption, species extinction, systemic
racism, economic injustice, mass incarceration, industrial destruction of whole ecosystems, massive pollution of
air, water, soil, and food, democracy undermined by money, and sociopathic politicians rising to power. The Work
That Reconnects has become my path for addressing this, helping us all to renew our gratitude for life, honor
our pain for the world, see ourselves and the world with new eyes, and find our own “path of heart”2 for the
Great Turning.
In many ways, the Work That Reconnects is a logical extension of my years of work in psychosynthesis, taking
very similar principles beyond the personal to the realm of social activism. If a psychology that ignores the spiritual
dimension can be considered incomplete, if not invalid, I believe the same could be said of a psychology that
ignores our relationships with other cultures, other species, and the common ecosystems we share with them.
Psychosynthesis principles can be applied effectively to the larger world in which we live, and many of us in the
psychosynthesis community have attempted to do so over the years. Still, I hunger for a greater commitment
among psychosynthesis folks to recognizing and addressing our grave global crises, a commitment I have found
in the Work That Reconnects community.

Similar Principles and Processes
The Work That Reconnects provides not only a theoretical framework for social activism, but also a powerful
workshop methodology for its application. One of the things I have always appreciated about psychosynthesis is
its emphasis on experiential learning, which the Work That Reconnects also employs. Both schools teach us to
(Continued on page 56)
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honor and respect individual experience as a source of guidance and wisdom within us. In the Work That
Reconnects, we come to understand that our personal experience arises with our interconnectedness in the web
of life. So actually, my personal experience is not mine alone: it is Life experiencing itself.
Joanna Macy so often says that people most need to hear from themselves, because we are all experts on living
on Earth in this time—if we pay attention! By attuning to the feedback coming to us through all the myriad channels
of our connectedness with all life, we discover how much information is actually available to us—about what is
happening, and how we are called to respond.

Attention
Psychosynthesis and the Work That Reconnects both emphasize the need to attend to what is going on, both within
us and around us. Both recognize the power—and necessity—of observation, attention, awareness. We tend to
focus that attention on ourselves and our own inner processes in psychosynthesis; in the Work That Reconnects,
we pay attention to what’s happening in the world around us as well as to our own emotional response to it. We
receive feedback from the world instead of ignoring it—or actively blocking it because of the pain it brings.

Responding to a “Call”
Psychosynthesis and the Work That Reconnects support people in hearing and responding to an inner calling.
Psychosynthesis might speak of the “call of Self,” while the Work That Reconnects would see this call originating
in the web of life itself as it manifests in each being. Bill Plotkin, who draws on both psychosynthesis and
wilderness experience, speaks of this as one’s soul work. I believe all these approaches are describing the same
phenomena: a sense that each of us has a unique role to play in the world for its healing and transformation. We
are not here just to make money and promote our material wealth and status.

Transpersonal Self and Ecological Self
I believe we are called today to move beyond individualism into seeing ourselves as parts of a greater whole, to
which we are responsible, and from which we receive our very lives. In psychosynthesis, however, there has been
a tendency to emphasize the individual as an entity, guided by the Higher Self—and all too often, we conceptualize
“my” Higher Self as distinct from “yours.” We may even think of “it” as an entity, a thing, rather than an
interconnected dynamic living System. Classical psychosynthesis teaching is that the Higher Self is at once
individual and universal, yet the universal aspect often remains in the realm of abstraction.
On the other hand, the Work That Reconnects has helped me understand myself as an interference pattern3 through
which life, intelligence, energy, information, and love flow, setting off vibrations or resonances of ideas, emotions,
intuitions, sensations, and even actions. I see “myself” as a nexus of flow-through rather than a self-contained
entity, more of a verb than a noun.
From this perspective, I understand “Transpersonal Self” of psychosynthesis to be quite similar to “Ecological
Self” of deep ecology, which Norwegian ecophilosopher Arne Naess believes is the fruit of a natural maturation
process. With maturity, we not only move on from ego to a social self and a metaphysical self (Transpersonal
Self), but an ecological self as well. Through widening circles of identification, we vastly extend the boundaries
of our self-interest, and enhance our joy and meaning in life.
The requisite care flows naturally if the self is widened and deepened so that protection of free
nature is felt and conceived of as protection of our very selves.4
(Continued on page 57)
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Personally, I have found it useful to think of Transpersonal or Higher Self as Ecological Self, because when
I tune into my deepest wisdom, I believe I tap into the wider, deeper wisdom of Life itself. I feel guided by a
very grounded, practical, incarnate Intelligence. (I avoid using the article “the” for any of these terms: Higher
Self, Transpersonal Self, or Ecological Self, not wanting to reify them in any way.)

Meeting the Challenges of Today’s World
In a recent beautiful essay in YES! Magazine, Derrick Jenson writes of the “embodied intelligence of the world
and its members.”5 That phrase speaks to me deeply. There is something about exchange, mutual co-arising, mutual
causality, that is largely missing from many psychosynthesis conversations today. Jenson writes “Buffalo bring
back prairies by being buffalo, and prairies bring back buffalo by being prairies.” How can we in the
psychosynthesis community more effectively emphasize this mutuality, this radical interconnectedness, in our
thinking and teaching? I believe we can do so without departing in any way from essential psychosynthesis
principles and concepts. I imagine Roberto Assagioli cheering us on!

Overcoming Denial and Social Conditioning
Unfortunately, social conditioning hinders us, urging us to think of ourselves as separate, competitive, and
vulnerable to attack from Others (other people, other cultures, other living beings). We can see this fearful
worldview acted out dramatically by most politicians in the United States today.
Yet all the while, the ubiquitous cell phone is bringing us images of police violence and fatal shootings directed
at unarmed black men and women, waking us up to the systemic and brutal racism in our country. We are called
to face the horror of a national history of genocide and slavery still operating in 21st century America—in the form
of perpetual warfare across the planet and mass incarceration at home. We are called as well to comprehend
the enormity of economic and environmental collapse already underway and intensifying month to month
and year to year.
The Work That Reconnects, with its emphasis on “honoring our pain for the world,” helps me face and understand
these and other horrors. In our workshops, we address them directly, and allow ourselves to plumb and express
the full range of our emotional responses: grief, anger, fear, and numbness. This inevitably creates a community
of caring people ready to support one another in “seeing with new eyes” beyond our cultural conditioning, and to
heed the call to loving service for a suffering world. The Work That Reconnects cuts through the endemic denial
of our society and economic system, and encourages us to respond according to our unique gifts, resources, and
life situations.
This is why I focus my teaching and workshops these days on the Work That Reconnects. As powerful and effective
as psychosynthesis can be, I don’t see the community fully stepping up to the plate and addressing the multiple
collective challenges we face across the planet. I invite everyone in the psychosynthesis community—actually
everyone reading this—to get involved, learn about the full extent of systemic racism, income inequality,
human-caused climate disruption, species extinction, corporate take-over of democracy, and other crises, and then
bring your will and passion to bear in your communities and beyond. The Great Turning to a Life-Sustaining
Society needs our intelligence and heart in action.
Psychosynthesis is a great foundation; now it’s time to bring it into service for the world, to build a sustainable
and just future. The Work That Reconnects can empower and support us in this critical endeavor. ◙
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NOTES:
1

Joanna Macy & Molly Brown, Coming Back to Life: An Updated Guide to the Work That Reconnects, New Society, 2014.
Don Juan, in Carlos Castaneda’s books, speaks of each of us having a “path of heart.”
3 This metaphor is based on a phenomenon described in physics, wherein waves—oscillations of any kind—interact either to cancel
each other ("negative interference") or augment each other ("positive interference") depending on their relative frequency and
amplitude. In most cases what happens is some combination of negative and positive interference, resulting in a more complex pattern
than that formed by any of the component waves.Applying this metaphor to the entire world of phenomena can imaginatively
transform what appears to be a collection of static, solid objects, moved around by unchanging, isolated forces, into a vibrant,
pulsating, interactive dance of infinite complexity and potential. (Explanation from Jim Brown).
4 Seed, Macy, Fleming & Naess, Thinking Like a Mountain, New Society, 1988, p. 35.
5 Derrick Jensen, “When I Dream of the Planet in Recovery.” YES! Magazine, Spring 2016, pp. 48-49.
2

Molly Young Brown, MA, MDiv, co-authored Coming Back to Life: The
Updated Guide to the Work That Reconnects with Joanna Macy. She brings
ecopsychology, psychosynthesis, and systems thinking to her work teaching
on-line courses, writing books and essays, phone coaching, giving talks and
workshops. Other publications: Growing Whole: Self-realization for the
Great Turning, Held in Love: Life Stories To Inspire Us Through Times of
Change (co-editor Carolyn Treadway), and Lighting A Candle: Collected
Reflections on a Spiritual Life. Web site: MollyYoungBrown.com.
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