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EDITOR’S NOTES
Welcome to the Fourth Year of Psychosynthesis Quarterly!
This issue brings us some fascinating approaches to many
psychosynthesis issues. Alan Steinberg encounters children
in the woods, Shamai Currim faces pain and aging at home.
Catherine Ann Lombard and Kees den Biesen follow in the footsteps of Dante from Inferno to Paradiso, while David Stark
chronicles some of his own journey back to sanity, with the help
of psychosynthesis.
Jon Schottland discusses the “X Factor” in psychosynthesis,
while Yoav Dattilo brings our attention to the Soul, inviting us to
work with this word and what it represents. Molly Brown brings
our attention, urgently, to our planet, its climate, and the moral
challenges facing us.
There is news of the passing of one of our own, and a review of a
new book by Piero Ferrucci.
We have news about AAP’s upcoming
2015 Conference in Montréal in
August, which is shaping up to be a
great gathering of Selves. . . and more.
We hope you dig deeply into this issue
and enjoy!
Jan Kuniholm
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International Psychosynthesis Conference

Be Your
True Self:

Montréal Island,
Québec, Canada

Discovering Inner
Resources
●
●
●
●

at the Campus of
John Abbott College

In Everyday Life
In Family and Organizations
In Clinical Applications
In Global Issues
Photo Courtesy Marjorie Hope Gross

Conference Keynote Address:
The Ubiquity of Self
with
Gianni Yoav Dattilo, PhD
of the Italian Society of
Psychosynthesis
Psychotherapy (SIPT).

Other Featured Speakers:
● Dorothy Firman, EdD, author of Engaging Life:
Living Well With Chronic Illness and Director of
The Synthesis Center in Amherst, MA
● Mark Horowitz, MA, author of The Dance of WE:
The Mindful Use of LOVE and POWER in Human Systems
● Richard Schaub, PhD, co-author of Transpersonal Development:
Cultivating the Human Resources of Peace, Wisdom, Purpose and
Oneness, and co-director of the Huntington Meditation and Imagery
Center;
● Thomas Yeomans, PhD, author of Soul on Earth and director of
The Concord Institute.
● Olga Denisko of Psychosynthesis Pathways of Montreal
● And Many Others
Special Guest Speaker —Massimo Rosselli, MD, of the
Italian Society of Psychosynthesis Psychotherapy (SIPT).
This conference will showcase the practical value of transpersonal psychology.
AAP has been approved by NBCC as an Approved Continuing Education
Provider, ACEP No.6304. Programs that do not qualify for NBCC credit are
clearly identified. AAP is solely responsible for all aspects of the programs.
(Some presentation will be in French language)

For Registration and Information, visit the AAP Website
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letters
Dear Colleagues and Co-workers,
I am writing you to encourage you to come to the AAP Conference in Montreal this August.
I do this from the perspective of having been in the field of Psychosynthesis for close to 45
years, and from having lived through, and worked with, the many stages of its development on
this continent. I have seen it blossom as the discipline that would, in the words of Michael
Murphy, the founder of Esalen Institute, “integrate the Human Potential Movement,” and then
fall into seeming demise in the closure of most training centers and the relegation of its
principles and practices to the periphery of mainstream psychology. And I have seen it in recent
years gradually consolidate through the creation of professional forms of organization and
discourse and begin a resurgence in response to a growing need for spiritual guidance and
direction within a psychological context, as we face into the increasing rate of present change
on the planet. I have often said that Psychosynthesis has a long half-life, and I sense that we are
beginning the second half.
The conference in Montreal is pivotal in this process, for the topic of the Self is essential to
Psychosynthesis, and at the same time has been the source of much misunderstanding. It is
relatively easy to understand subpersonalities, or the will, or superconscious qualities, and good
work has been done on these, and in other areas, but the Self remains the most mysterious as
well as the most central to the whole endeavor. Here is a chance to address this topic directly
with colleagues and friends, and, as a community, to come to a deeper and clearer understanding of the experience and concept of the Self, or Higher Self, as Assagioli termed it. We have
a real opportunity here that may not come so easily again.
Jan Kuniholm and his staff are working hard to make this AAP conference work logistically,
and be a welcoming place where this topic can be explored. And I am encouraging us, the
members, to respond by making the effort to come and be a part of the dialogue and learning
that these days together will hold. I will be there and I hope to see many of you—some of you
very old friends, some I do not yet know. It is a great opportunity for us as a professional
community and for this discipline that we so love and use both in our work and our lives. Think
about it!
I send every good wish to you who are reading this and hope to see you in Montreal at the
conference next August.

Cordially,
Tom Yeomans

4

global issues
Anthropogenic Climate Disruption
and its Moral Challenges
Molly Young Brown
… we will not win the battle for a stable climate by…arguing, for instance, that it is more
cost-effective to invest in emission reduction now than disaster response later. We will win by
asserting that such calculations are morally monstrous, since they imply that there is an
acceptable price for allowing entire countries to disappear, for leaving untold millions to die
on parched land, for depriving today’s children of their right to live in a world teeming with
the wonders and beauties of creation.
Naomi Klein (p. 464)
All roads lead to Rome for me these days, Rome being the looming catastrophe of global climate
change/warming. Journalist Dahr Jamail, in a series of in-depth articles on the subject, more aptly calls it
“anthropogenic climate disruption” (http://truth-out.org/news/item/22521-climate-disruption-dispatches-withdahr-jamail). “Anthropogenic” places the responsibility where it seems to belong, on the shoulders of humans
with our shortsighted addiction to fossil fuels, money, and consumption. “Disruption” means this is not
ordinary change, but something well beyond the normal cycles of planetary systems.
As Naomi Klein documents in her recent book, This Changes Everything: Capitalism vs. the Climate, the
underlying systemic dynamics that are engendering climate disruption also give rise to most if not all of our
other major crises: income inequality, financial breakdowns, racism, colonialism, war-making and militarism,
weapons production and sales, threats to democracy at home and abroad, air, water, and soil pollution,
radiation, and depletion—and on and on. Making the radical changes needed to mitigate climate disruption
will also go a long way toward resolving these other crises.
Most of us know what changes are needed, but feel helpless to implement them. We can (and do) limit our
consumption, recycle, etc. but if we live in a first world country, we cannot help contributing to resource
depletion, pollution, and climate disruption just by going about our daily lives. That is because our economic,
political, and social systems are unsustainable, no matter what we as individuals do.
Rebecca Solnit addresses this quandary in a recent article:
Many people believe that personal acts in private life are what matters in this crisis. They are good
things, but not the key thing. It’s great to bicycle rather than drive, eat plants instead of animals, and
put solar panels on your roof, but such gestures can also offer a false sense that you’re not part of the
problem.
You are not just a consumer. You are a citizen of this Earth and your responsibility is not private but
public, not individual but social. If you are a resident of a country that is a major carbon emitter, as is
nearly everyone in the English-speaking world, you are part of the system, and nothing less than
systemic change will save us. (http://www.ecobuddhism.org/science/featured_articles1/cffdio)

(Continued on page 6)
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So we find ourselves faced with a profound moral dilemma. No matter how much we want to live in harmony
within the web of life on Earth, our “Industrial Growth Society” looks the other way, looks to profit and power
rather than the common good. And our choices at the ballot box, in the workplace, at the market, and even in
our homes are severely circumscribed by the hegemony of this economic system.
Even after years of reading and writing about this issue, it is still very difficult for me to grasp how pervasively
destructive to life this system is. This is partly because nearly everyone around me accepts it without much
question, assuming it is basically sound (while possibly needing some reform). We assume, implicitly or
explicitly: “Of course we need food and other goods to purchase and use, and agribusiness and the trucking
industry provide them to us. Of course we need jobs, and welcoming an extractive industry to town is a great
way to provide them. Of course we need to travel to meetings, conferences, and vacations, and airlines take us
there. It would be good to use more solar and wind energy, but that will take a few years to come on line, and
meanwhile…”
How do we comprehend that our whole way of life is unsustainable, that it is killing life on the planet at an
increasing rate, that it is taking humans over the precipice of near-term extinction? How can this be?
The evidence is before us in reports from climate scientists all over the world. The Industrial Growth Society
has already set in motion a number of self-reinforcing feedback loops involving melting of Arctic and
Antarctic ice, thawing of permafrost with exponentially increasing methane release, forest fires expanding in
acreage and intensity—among many others. (For a more complete list, see guymcpherson.com/climate
chaos/.) Meanwhile, our corporate controlled media keeps us in the dark about all this, because the real news
might decrease sales and profits. This censoring creates another self-reinforcing feedback loop: if we don’t
know the extent of our peril, we won’t change our behavior to avert it. Nor will we prepare ourselves
psychologically and spiritually to meet the enormous challenges ahead.
What if we face up to our situation and accept at least the possibility of near-term human extinction? How then
shall we live?
We cannot foresee or prescribe what genuinely adaptive actions we will need to take in the face of radical
climate disruption and the chaotic conditions that will accompany it. What constitutes adaptive, effective
response will depend on the particular slice of chaos affecting each of us, and that will be unique for each
person, family, and community. I can only offer suggestions aimed at developing our readiness to cope
adaptively, to have a better chance to emerge from the chaos at a more just and sustainable systemic level.
My suggestions arise from my understanding of The Work That Reconnects and psychosynthesis.
The Work That Reconnects
One of the hallmarks of The Work That Reconnects [see “References at end of article—ed.] is that it is mostly
done in groups, based on the premise that we have collectively gotten ourselves into this mess, so we need to
work together to transform it. We need each other’s emotional support, perspectives, and practical skills to
find our way; none of us can do it alone. We need each other to keep steady in the face of global crises, to help
us choose the story to which we want to dedicate ourselves.
By “story” is meant our version of reality, the lens through which we see and understand what is happening
now in our world. Often our story is largely unconscious and unquestioned, and we assume it to be the only
reality.
(Continued on page 7)
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In the industrialized world today, the most commonly held stories seem to boil down to three. We have found
it helpful in workshops to present these three stories as all happening right now; in that sense, they are all “true.”
We can choose the one we want to get behind, the one that seems to hold the widest and most useful perspective.
1. Business As Usual is the story of the Industrial Growth Society. We hear it from politicians, business
schools, corporations, and corporate-controlled media. Here the defining assumption is there is little need to
change the way we live. The central plot is about getting ahead. Economic recessions and extreme weather
conditions are just temporary difficulties from which we will surely recover, and even profit.
2. The Great Unraveling is the story we tend to hear from environmental scientists, independent
journalists, and activists. It draws attention to the disasters that Business As Usual has caused and continues to
create. It is an account backed by evidence of the on-going derangement and collapse of biological, ecological,
economic, and social systems.
3. The Great Turning is the story we hear from those who see the Great Unraveling and don’t want it to
have the last word. It involves the emergence of new and creative human responses that enable the transition
from the Industrial Growth Society to a Life Sustaining Society. The central plot is about joining together to act
for the sake of life on Earth. (Macy & Brown, 2014)
This essay has outlined the Great Unraveling in some detail, because it is happening right before our eyes.
Anthropogenic climate disruption is one of its most cataclysmic results, but not the only one. Indeed the hopes
for a Great Turning saving us dim with every passing day. However, even if we cannot save ourselves from
near-term extinction, a Great Turning in consciousness can enable us to live out our remaining time with
dignity, integrity, and love.
The Work That Reconnects is organized in a Spiral with four stages: Gratitude, Honoring Our Pain for the
World, Seeing with New Eyes, and Going Forth. We start with gratitude to open our hearts and appreciate the
beauty and support the world offers us right now, in this moment in time. We thank our ancestors for the gifts
they have brought to us, for the struggles they endured and the creativity they manifested in bringing us to this
point in history. We acknowledge the more-than-human beings that support our life every moment, providing
oxygen, water, food, shelter, materials—and beauty. No matter what the future holds, we can experience the
blessings of the world we inhabit now.
Honoring our pain for the world is the central movement in The Work That Reconnects. We reframe our grief,
anger, fear, and even numbness as healthy responses to a world in torment. These feelings are a form of
feedback; we feel them because we need to! Allowing ourselves to plumb the depths of our pain for the world
in a supportive community puts us right in touch with the depth of our love, and the essential fact of our
interconnectedness within the web of life. The pain we experience is direct and irrefutable evidence that we are
of Earth.
And so we begin to see with new eyes—we see ourselves and the world around us realistically, removing the
false lenses of our industrial, competitive society. We discover our connection with one another and with Gaia
and all her beings, through space and time. From this new vision, we feel called to act on behalf of life, each
of us in our own unique way. The fourth stage of the Spiral, Going Forth, unfolds as we find ways to support
one another in working for the Great Turning. No matter what the outcome, we choose to dedicate ourselves to
Life.

(Continued on page 8)
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Psychosynthesis
In the psychosynthesis model, consciousness and will comprise the two dimensions of “I” and Self; we cannot
have one without the other. Psychosynthesis offers models and methods for expanding consciousness while
activating will.
Assagioli’s understanding of the will in its three aspects (strong, skillful, and good) can help us examine our
beliefs and unconscious choices, discover more encompassing perspectives, and make better choices for
ourselves and our communities in the challenging times ahead. Piero Ferrucci’s new book, Your Inner Will
(2014), offers understandings and methods for developing qualities of will that can contribute to our readiness,
qualities such as freedom, plasticity, mastery, courage, integrity, and especially resilience. We need to free
ourselves from the social conditioning and world-view that have kept us enslaved to a materialistic, hyperindividualistic economy. We need to develop plasticity of attention, widening our awareness to include more
of the world around us and the effects of our choices on that world. We need to develop mastery over our own
conditioned responses—over prejudices, assumptions, judgments, blame, projections, and our corresponding
actions. We will need enormous courage to face the likelihood of collapse and extinction, and the deep fear that
inevitably arises. And we will need resilience to recover from extreme weather events and other “natural”
disasters, social and economic collapse, illness and death among our families and friends, and other adversities.
The more we develop these qualities of will, the more conscious and adaptive our attitudes and actions will
become in the face of adversity. Otherwise both our attitudes and our actions are likely to be muddled and
self-defeating.
Psychosynthesis proposes another dimension or level of the will, called Transpersonal Will. I think of it as the
will of Life itself. I act not only out of my own rather limited consciousness and will; sometimes I feel guided
by larger currents and promptings. Surely as we confront human-caused climate disruption and pollution, we
need to put ourselves into service of something larger than our individual survival and comfort. As we seek to
act on behalf of life and its continuance on Earth, we can imagine aligning ourselves, one way or another, with
a “trans-personal will.”
Another major principle in psychosynthesis—disidentification—points to our capacity to move beyond limiting
identifications—ideas about who and what we are—to an expanded sense of self. As we disidentify from
limiting beliefs, self-images, roles, or worldviews, we free ourselves to choose our perspective and behaviors
from a wider range of possibilities, realizing we don’t have to be, or act, just one way. We can express more of
our deepest values in our actions instead of getting caught up in the melodrama of the moment. Obviously,
disidentification can help us take a larger view of radical changes in our life conditions, and respond more
flexibly and creatively to them.
In my view, four essential movements in psychosynthesis can be conveyed in four questions. I have used these
four questions in workshops and talks, applied both personally and collectively. They are: 1) Where am I now
in my life? 2) What’s my highest vision for my life? Or: What’s possible now for me in my life? Or: What’s
emerging in my life now? 3) What might get in my way or hold me back? 4) What do I need to develop (in
order to manifest my vision, what’s possible, or what’s emerging)?
I have asked these questions in another form when speaking about global concerns: 1) Where are we now in
the life of humanity? 2) What’s possible for us now? 3) What might get in our way, or hold us back? 4) What
do we need to develop?

(Continued on page 9)
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The first question prompts us to look clearly and simply at what is, with some degree of objectivity and even
acceptance. The second evokes our vision, or sense of direction and purpose. The third helps us to confront
whatever beliefs or habits or attitudes are getting in our way, again with a degree of objectivity and acceptance.
And finally, the fourth question helps us see positive action we can take—not to directly assault the blocks to
our path, but to develop whatever skills and qualities we need to move through them.
The first question can help us face the terrible realities of our time. The second can help us envision a healthier,
sustainable world, and our steps towards it. The third can help us perceive the fault lines of our current
worldview and the political economy arising from it, and the fourth can help us create and develop lifesustaining societies. No matter what lies ahead—a transformed society or near term extinction—psychosynthesis can help us live with integrity, wisdom, and love. We must first, however, overcome our comfortable
denial and squarely face the fact of anthropogenic climate disruption and all the other destruction our
economic system is wreaking upon Earth. What is the value of a psychology that fails to address our planetary
peril?
***
We have many rich wisdom traditions that can guide us in these extraordinary times. I have described two that
inform my life, but in no way want to ignore others. Had we lived by the teachings of most indigenous
traditions, we wouldn’t be in the fix we’re in, and those traditions can still teach us how to live through
adversity. The essence of most religions can offer us guidance as well, if freed of their institutional baggage
and the distortions acquired from the Industrial Growth Society. Let us open our hearts and minds to the most
loving and wise ways of living—and then beyond to what more-than-human beings can teach us. Let us
dedicate our lives to Life on Earth. ◙
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reflections
What is Pain and Suffering?
Shamai Currim
If there is a meaning in life at all, there must be a meaning in human suffering. The way in which a
man accepts his fate and all the human suffering it entails…gives him ample opportunity to add a
deeper meaning to his life. (Frankl, 1984, p.88)
As I sat last week with painful joints and humid cold weather outside exacerbating the pain, I began to question
why, as humans, we go through so much pain and suffering. Of course, I understand that physical pain has to
do with inflammation and nerve response. What I was questioning is the wider picture of human suffering.
So, I went to the experts, to see what they had to say about pain and suffering.
The process of growth is painful and arduous. Growth involves change and loss. In order to move
toward higher levels of development, something about us and our life must die. Our sense of unity and
integrity must be challenged. Predictable and secure routines must be abandoned. (Gruba-McCallister, 1992, p.53)
Am I in pain because my life journey is propelling me into change and I must leave behind my “childish ways?”
Is pain a result of growth and change as well as nerve endings and inflammation? I sat for a moment to
contemplate which part of me was in pain, and was there a way to calm the fears and alleviate the discomfort?
I know most people would probably pop a pill and go on with their day, and here I sat in a quagmire of
existential experience contemplating the universe through my knee. With no simple answer to my suffering, I
elevated my leg and placed my hands lovingly around the knee. The warmth from my hands and the full
concentration of consciousness being placed on my knee caused it to shift and relax. The pain wasn’t gone, and
I felt like an accomplished guru—as long as I didn’t move the leg. We spoke for a while, my knee and I, only
the monologue clearly missed a response. What it did do was stimulate my desire to understand pain and
suffering.
In his article on Spiritual Joy, Roberto Assagioli talks about renunciation, suffering, labor, sorrow and pain. He
reminds us that “Suffering constitutes the preponderant and characteristic element of only one phase, one level,
of the spiritual life—the phase of purification which follows the awakening of the soul, the first revelation of
our indwelling Spirit.” As we travel through the dark night of the soul, through the shadow, labor, and sorrow,
we come to a conscious communication with our Self, or universal spirit. If we can keep moving forward,
without repugnance or discouragement, we eventually reach the pure joy of the awakening.

When spiritual life and development are regarded from the traditional point of view there is very often
associated with them the idea of renunciation, of suffering, labor, sorrow and pain. This is unfair, for
a single aspect is over-accented. It arouses perplexity, even repugnance, and discourages the novice
on the spiritual way.
Suffering constitutes the preponderant and characteristic element of only one phase, one level, of the
spiritual life—the phase of purification which follows the awakening of the soul, the first revelation of
(Continued on page 11)
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our indwelling Spirit. That awakening is full of joy and exultation and joy is the note of the state that
follows purification, the state of the illumined soul. After the “dark night of the soul,” that new period
of shadow, labor and sorrow, comes the glorious goal, the transfiguration of the soul in God, the
conscious communion of the individual with the universal Spirit. The Orientals call this Moksha and
Vinmuhti (liberation, Nirvana) and the Occidentals the Mystic Marriage and the Unified life. (Assagioli, SJ)

Assagioli’ notes on joy from his archives.
Joy as a Duty:
The duty to be joyous
in every circumstance
and condition.

In his article on Self-Realization and Psychological Disturbances, Roberto Assagioli reminds us that our life
journey transmutes and awakens potential. He talks about the critical stages man must go through and the fact
that ambivalence, inertia, laziness, tendency to preservation, and conformity create opposition to the awakening.
Man’s spiritual development is a long and arduous journey, an adventure through strange lands full
of surprises, difficulties and even dangers. It involves a drastic transmutation of the “normal”
elements of the personality, an awakening of potentialities hitherto dormant, a raising of consciousness to new realms, and a functioning along a new inner dimension.
We should not be surprised, therefore, to find that so great a change, so fundamental a transformation, is marked by several critical stages, which are not infrequently accompanied by various nervous,
emotional and mental troubles. These may present to the objective clinical observation of the therapist
the same symptoms as those due to more usual causes, but they have in reality quite another
significance and function, and need very different treatment.
A realistic observation of the flow of the psychological life in ourselves and in others shows clearly
the existence of a number of differing and conflicting tendencies, which at times constitute the nuclei
of semi- independent sub-personalities. Both psychoanalysis and the picture of human beings given
by great novelists who were good intuitive psychologists point up these basic conflicts inherent in
human nature.
The recognition that different drives and the various psychological functions are interrelated and
interacting does not mean that they are integrated in a harmoniously functioning organism as are the
(Continued on page 12)
11

(Continued from page 11)
biological functions in a healthy body. Even conflict constitutes a relation; and two armies fighting
each other surely interact powerfully.
One kind of conflict which occurs frequently is that evidenced by ambivalence, and it explains many
curious, contradictory manifestations of human beings. Another basic conflict is that between inertia,
laziness, tendency to preservation, craving for security (which expresses itself in conformity) on the
one hand, and the tendency towards growth, self-assertion and adventure on the other. Still another
source of conflict is that of the awakening of new drives or needs which oppose pre-existing ones; this
occurs on two chief occasions: first, the tumultuous awakening of new tendencies at the time of
adolescence, and second, the awakening of religious aspirations and new spiritual interests, particularly at middle age.
…”organic unity” is a goal and not a present reality—a goal which can be visioned, approached, and
up to a certain point achieved. It is in the most favorable cases the fruit of spontaneous growth and
maturation; in others it is the well-earned reward of self-training, education or therapy, through the
use of a variety of techniques, in order to help and hasten the process. (Assagioli, SR)
In order to achieve self-actualization we walk through four critical stages. While we may have the experience
of the spiritual level, until we can find balance with our self and Self we cannot hold the experience and use it
to our best advantage. Conflict exists when we try to rush our journey or hold it back for fear of change. Life
is an ebb and flow of energies with the numinous functioning as our sources of strength and courage during the
difficult periods.
Self-actualization may be achieved at different levels and does not necessarily include what can be
called the spiritual level. On the other hand, an individual may have genuine spiritual experiences
without being at all integrated, i.e., without having developed a well-organized, harmonious personality. This has been clearly shown by Jung (1956, p. 155) who calls our attention to the fact that the
developing of the personality is not an absolute prerogative of the man of genius, and that he may have
genius without either having personality or being a personality. Spiritual awakening and spiritual
realization are something different from conscious awareness of the Self. They include various kinds
of awareness of superconscious contents, either descending into the field of consciousness or found in
the process of ascending to superconscious levels and thus having what Maslow (1959) calls a “peak
experience.” The distinction between the personal conscious self, the superconscious, and the spiritual Self is indicated in our discussion of the psychological constitution of man and in its accompanying
diagram in the article Dynamic Psychology and Psychosynthesis (Assagioli, 1958).
Four critical stages:
1. Crises preceding the spiritual awakening.
2. Crises caused by the spiritual awakening.
3. Reactions to the spiritual awakening.
4. Phases of the process of transmutation
(Assagioli, SR)
The sufferings caused by periods of depression, by the ebbing of the inner life, are abundantly
compensated for by periods of renewed inflow of superconscious energies and by the anticipation of
the release and enhancement of the whole personality produced by Self-realization. This vision is a
(Continued on page 13)
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most powerful inspiration, an unfailing comfort and a constant source of strength and courage. One
should therefore make a special point of recalling that vision as vividly and as frequently as possible,
and one of the greatest services we can render to those struggling along the way is to help them to keep
the vision of the goal ever present before the inner eye. (Assagioli, SR)
In his article on The Balancing and Synthesis of the Opposites, Roberto Assagioli talks to the pain of emotional
duality, reminding us that we need to live both sides of a polarity in order to achieve the balance we so long to
have in our lives. Many tend to embrace the love and joy found in the spiritual stage, forgetting that it takes the
mundane experience of pain and sorrow to reach those higher dimensions.
Emotional Polarity
In the field of the emotions and feelings we find those dualities which are familiar to all: pleasure-pain;
excitement-depression; confidence-fear; attraction-repulsion; love-hate. Such is their extent that one
might say that the life of the average human being is based on his emotional reactions to things, to
events and to persons.
These reactions have a definite function and purpose, provided they are maintained within appropriate
bounds.
The different types of polarity require correspondingly appropriate solutions. Man often has the
freedom—and consequently the responsibility—of choosing between different methods of balancing.
(Assagioli, BSO)
Psychosynthesis allows practitioners the recognition and validation of an extensive range of human
experience: the vicissitudes of developmental difficulties and early trauma; the struggle with compulsions, addictions, and the trance of daily life; the confrontation with existential identity, choice, and
responsibility; levels of creativity, peak performance, and spiritual experience; and the search for
meaning and direction in life. None of these important spheres of human existence need be reduced to
the other, and each can find its right place in the whole. This means that no matter what type of
experience is engaged, and no matter what phase of growth is negotiated, the complexity and
uniqueness of the person may be respected—a fundamental principle in any application of psychosynthesis. (Psychosynthesis-Wikipedia)
In my search I discovered that pain creates and holds the
luminous. What we do with it creates who we are. I’m sure
you all know the story of the mustard seed, in some form.
As the story goes, a man came to God and asked why he
was suffering so much. God told him to go from house to
house and get a mustard seed from each house that had no
suffering. Of course, the man came back to let God know
that everyone and every house had its own form of suffering.
So I sit with my sore knee, a reminder that I am becoming
more, even as I hobble about. I am breaking through
(Continued on page 14)
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boundaries and opening to newness. I thank my knee for reminding me that I have a body that needs to be cared
for, and for lessons that come to us through our bodies. While the thought of staying in the spiritual tempts me,
I know that experience is what wisdom is about. I have pain, and I am more than my pain; I experience my
pain, and I bless my pain; I learn from my pain, and I become more as a result…..and I am in gratitude for the
lessons brought to me with so much love. ◙
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“Into the hidden things he led my way”
A Psychosynthesis View of
Dante’s Inferno
Kees den Biesen and Catherine Ann Lombard
Throughout the ages, the art of storytelling has produced great works of
imagination, like Vyasa’s Mahabharata, Homer’s Iliad, Virgil’s Aeneid, and the collection of mythological stories in Genesis 1-11. Works
like these endeavored to give meaningful and helpful interpretations of
the drama of life and human desire for salvation. These mostly anonymous poets created symbolic worldviews of such literary and religious
power that they exercised a long-lasting formative influence on entire
societies. Many people were thus able to take advantage of the deep
connections that exist between art, literature, and the processes of
human growth. Some works, like the Bhagavad Gita and Rumi’s Masnavi, continue to exercise their poetic and spiritual influence far beyond
the countries and cultures of their origin.

Famous Greek tragedies dealing with, for example, the Oedipus cycle
of stories are still being performed today, not only because of their
poetic beauty or poesis on the productive plane, or because of the
audience’s enjoyment or aesthesis on the receptive plane, but also in
view of the change or katharsis provoked in the audience on the communicative plane. This particular use of the ritual, ethical and medical
term katharsis, ‘purification’, stems from Aristotle’s Poetics, in which
it serves as a metaphor that describes the effects of tragedy on the
audience. By arousing fear vicariously in a controlled situation, the
A dog biting a blind beggar:
tragedy allows the spectators to identify themselves with the protagoillustration from a 1461 AD
nists, and thus externalize their own anxieties and “purge” them. Joseph
manuscript of the Masnavi
Campbell connects this to “an earlier ritual katharsis … which was the
function of the festival and mystery play of the dismembered bull-god,
Dionysos” and which “cleansed” the community from its sins and failings.1 Such catharsis corresponds to
Assagioli’s psychological laws II and X.2

When Robert Assagioli recommends the reading of Dante
Alighieri’s Divine Comedy, he consciously places his scientific
work as psychologist and researcher in this larger context of
literature, art and culture. Assagioli considered “the central symbolic meaning” of this epic poem of 14,233 verses as “a wonderful picture of a complete psychosynthesis.”3 The words ‘symbolic
meaning’ and ‘picture’ clearly relate to the analogical kind of
language used by the poet in order to endow the literal sense of
his story with deeper meaning. Only analogical language is, in
fact, capable of creating stories that, simple and straightforward
as some may seem, always remain open to new interpretation and

Mosaic depicting theatrical masks of Tragedy
and Comedy, 2nd century AD, found in Rome

(Continued on page 16)
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actualization. The relationship between real life and a story with its various symbols is based on analogy, which
is “an important psychological link or connection between outer and inner realities.”4

Accordingly, after a summary of Krishna’s exhortations
to Arjuna in the Bhagavad Gita, Assagioli points out that
the battle on the field of Kurukshetra can be “interpreted
in a deeper, symbolic way.” The story has “an inner and
altogether spiritual meaning, in the sense that the battlefield is the human soul while the enemies stand for
different parts of the person itself.” Assagioli then explicitly refers to Dante’s considerations about polysemic
language: “In all great symbolic and spiritual poems, like
the Divine Comedy and Faust, different interpretations
do not exclude each other, each being true on its own
level. With regard to the Divine Comedy, Dante explicitly
says so in his philosophical work Convivio [The Banquet]. The Comedy has a variety of meanings on different levels, each of which is true.”5

Dante studying in exile, fresco painted in Orvieto
around 1500 by Luca Signorelli

Manuscript illustration (18th century?)
of the Battle of Kurukshetra

This understanding of the Divine Comedy and of the great
works of literature in general has deep roots in Assagioli’s
experience of life. Because of his pacifism, he was arrested
by the Fascist regime and kept prisoner in Rome for the hot
month of August in 1940. Luisa Lunelli, a friend of Roberto
Assagioli and his wife Nella Ciapetti, remembers: “A few
months after his release, I saw Roberto again and of course
asked him about that month of August in the Regina Coeli
prison. Well... he seemed to have forgotten all about it! He
reflected for a moment and then obligingly replied: ‘Yes, it
was not comfortable, there were drawbacks, but it was an
interesting and useful time’ ... He emphasized the importance
of having had hours and days available for a re-reading of the
Divine Comedy and [Dante’s] minor works. The in-depth
knowledge of the Poet and of the perfect symbols with which
[Dante] expressed his experience had given [Roberto] excellent material for the exercises of spiritual psychosynthesis.”6

Thus, for Assagioli, reading the Divine Comedy was intimately linked to the function of ‘exercise’, that is, the
conscious use of the cathartic power of symbols constructed by imagination, reflection and interpretation.
‘Exercises’ or ‘methods’ that use symbols for achieving psychosynthesis include visualizations, inner dialogues, role models and, of course, dream-work. It is no surprise then to come across a note like this in the
archives of the Florentine Istituto di Psicosintesi:

(Continued on page 17)
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spiritual dante-esque exercises: freedom of interpretation – these are universal symbols – this
does not relate to what the ordinary consciousness of Dante consciously may have wished to say
– superconscious inspiration – Dante nevertheless was one of the most conscious artists: he
made conscious use of symbolism and of multiple meanings that do not exclude each another.
—(note taken by authors).

For Dante, it was not only the journey described in the Divine Comedy that constituted an exercise. The whole
writing process itself was an exercise, just as it is an exercise to read and reread the poem. Moreover, our own
journeys through life are exercises that profit from writing our autobiographies as Divine Comedies. All of this
constitutes a fascinating process of experience, observation, reflection and expression. Dante pours his life into
his writing, which we read and integrate into our own lives, while pouring our reading and living into our own
writing just as Dante did! Living, reading, writing and then again living constitute one single exercise.
In an earlier article,7 we introduced the readers of Psychosynthesis Quarterly to the first two Cantos of Inferno,
in which Dante describes the impossibility of bypassing one’s lower unconsciousness in order to reach for the
light of the Self. Stuck in the Dark Wood of alienation from his true Self, he is awakened by a vision of a higher
reality—yet as soon as he reaches for its light, a triple fury of unconscious negativity is unleashed and blocks
his road. The classical poet Virgil then appears, inviting Dante to a patient exploration of the vast regions of the
human unconscious. Ready to take the first escape route offered to him, Dante nevertheless remains motionless.
Seeing his protégée gripped by “cowardice” (Inferno II.45), Virgil explains that he was sent by Beatrice who,
through the mediation of St. Lucy, was called upon by the Virgin Mary to come to the aid of her devotee.
Reassured by Virgil’s words, Dante follows his guide “along the deep and savage road” (II.142).

In the present article, we would like to follow Dante’s
first steps on that road and offer the readers some
glimpses of the journey through the increasing darkness of Hell. Encouraged as he may be, Dante’s first
steps immediately grind to a halt in front of the Gate
of Hell, whose frightening inscription freezes his
movements:

Through me one goes in to the woeful city;
through me one goes in to eternal woe;
through me one goes among the lost people.
Justice moved my lofty Maker:
divine Power made me,
supreme Wisdom, and primal Love.
Before me no things were created
if not eternal, and eternal I last.
Leave behind all hope, you who enter.
(Inferno III.1-9)

Venetian manuscript from ca. 1345; Virgil points
to Beatrice, Lucy and Mary,
“the three blessed Ladies in Heaven”

(Continued on page 18)
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Instead of leaving behind “all hope,” as Hell invites its new inmates, Virgil simply exhorts Dante to “leave
behind all fear” and also, alluding to his initial bout of faint-heartedness, “all cowardice” (III.14-15). It will take
Dante a great many steps before he comes to fully understand that “the lofty Maker” or triune Creator of the
world—the Father who is Power, the Son who is Wisdom, and the Spirit who is Love—created the very
possibility of Hell by creating the possibility of angelic and human free will. At this early stage, Virgil limits
his explanation to this famous statement: “We have come to the place where I have told you / that you will see
the woeful people / who have lost the good of the intellect” (III.16-18).

The woes of Hell are about the loss of truth, which Dante, adapting an expression coined by Aristotle, describes
as “the good of the intellect.” Prefigured by the early morning light that shone upon a high hilltop in the first
Canto of Inferno, the deepest truth of reality is like a light from above, aptly described by Assagioli as the
shining Star of the Self. For Dante, the discovery of and surrender to the truth of this Higher Self is the only
true goal of human life. As an heir to some two thousand years of classical and philosophical thought, he
believed this Self to be the divine Maker of the world. And as an heir to some fifteen hundred years of
Jewish-Christian thought, he believed that our relationship to this Creator is based on analogy, as we are
“created to the likeness and image of God” (Genesis 1:23).

Hell is nothing but the absence of this likeness and
image, the collapse of the analogical relationship
between the human and the divine, the disconnection of the I and the Self. It is, by consequence, the
receptacle of all the distorted images present in real
life. Yet, however terrible and frightening all of
this may be, the acknowledgement of Hell is the
first step on a journey that leads from woe to joy.
Whereas “tragedy starts with an admirable and
quiet beginning, but ends with a foul and horrible
outcome, comedy begins with some adverse conditions and leads to a happy end.”8 This explains the
seeming contradiction that Dante wrote a ‘Comedy’ that actually starts in ‘Hell’. In order to discover our authentic likeness with the Self, we first
have to investigate all the images of distortion we
Venetian manuscript from ca. 1345; the stygian owl above
encounter in our everyday life. And precisely this is
the gate is a symbol of imminent death and derives
its name from the Styx, the great river of Hell
the reason why Virgil “with a joyous expression (!)
… led my way into the hidden things” (Inferno
III.20-21). Confident of the happy outcome of their
journey from woe to joy, Virgil’s and Dante’s first step is a joyous one.
Although at the moment he could not have known, Dante had already seen images of “the hidden things” of
Hell in the three animals he encountered in Inferno I. On the slope below the sun-clad hilltop a leopard, a lion,
and a she-wolf block his upward road. The latter animal, scrawny to the extreme, “seemed laden with every
craving” (I.49-50) and is an image of the distortions of human desire that are found in the upper part of Hell.
(Continued on page 19)
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There Dante meets people that abandon themselves to a lack of self-restraint (incontinenza) that reveals itself
in irresponsible sexual lust (Canto V), intemperate consumption of food or drink (Canto VI), obsessive
squandering or hoarding (Canto VII) and excessive anger or inner rage (Canto VIII).
The second animal, a lion “with head raised high and crazed by hunger” (I.47), is a symbolic image of the
‘beastly’ violence (bestialità) that Dante explores in the middle part of Hell. Whereas the different forms of
self-indulgence are seen to be weaknesses, not permissible but easily understood and empathized with, acts of
violence are quite shocking because of the consciousness and ferocious intensity with which they are
committed. Dante here distinguishes between violence against one’s fellow human beings or their property
(Canto XII), violence against oneself or one’s own property (Canto XIII), and violence against God or the
order of God’s creation (Cantos XIV-XVII).
The third animal of Canto I is a leopard, “light-footed
and very swift” and “covered with a speckled fur”
(I.32-33). This image of camouflage and disguise is
complemented by one of the most powerful symbols of
Inferno, the swift-flying monster Geryon, “that foul
image of fraud” (XVII.7). Geryon has “the face of an
honest man,” but his serpent-like body is covered by a
hide “painted with knots and circlets” (i.e. with snares
and misleading maneuvers) and ends in a deadly “venomous fork” (XVII.10-27). Geryon carries Virgil and
Dante down to the lowest part of Hell, the reign of the
leopard, in which they are confronted with the many
ways in which people mislead and betray each other
(respectively Cantos XVIII-XXX and XXXII-XXXIV).

Dante and Virgil on Geryon’s back, colored
drawing by William Blake (ca. 1824-1827)

Interestingly, Dante bases this three-partite division of Hell on a combination of Aristotle’s and Cicero’s views
on reprehensible ethical behavior. While the first distinguishes between uncontrolled passions (intemperance),
perverted desires (bestiality) and misuse of the intellect (vice), the latter explains that behavior harmful to our
fellow humans takes on the form of either violence or fraud. Dante adopts Aristotle’s definition of intemperance, identifies Aristotle’s concept of bestiality with Cicero’s violence, and equates Aristotle’s vice with
Cicero’s fraud. Yet Dante expresses all of this by means of a wide-sweeping symbolic representation in which
the three principal images—the she-wolf, the lion and the leopard—each contain many other images by means
of which “the hidden things” of unconscious human life are explored and understood.
Philosophical analysis is, of course, important in itself. But an exploration and understanding of human
behavior that endeavors to be truly freeing has to reach beyond ethical considerations and touch the inner lives
of people. Dante’s intention in writing the Divine Comedy was “to free those living in this life from a state of
misery and lead them to a state of happiness”9 through the polysemic language and symbolism of a work of
poetry. The real objects of the Divine Comedy are life’s own energies that drive and motivate people to lead
the lives they are leading. These energies are essentially good and only waiting to be consciously freed from
misunderstanding and abuse, thankfully embraced and then directed towards higher goals. It is during the
ascent of the mountain of Purgatory that these “hidden things” are consciously redeemed and become the very
passions that are indispensable for the ascent to Paradise. ◙

(Continued on page 20)
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daily psychosynthesis
Down Off the Mountain:
Transpersonal Experience in Daily Life
Jon Schottland

R

oberto Assagioli's office in Florence, Italy looks very much the same as it did when he passed away in
1974. Located in the current Istituto di Psicosintesi (his former residence) at Via San Domenico, the office
has been little touched, and retains a palpable presence of the founder of psychosynthesis. There is a sculpted
rose on his desk, a symbol of the unfolding self, next to a tiny model of a ship with billowed sails signifying
the journey of life.
Directly across from Assagioli's desk, along the far wall perched on top of a shelf, are two evocative word cards
he was working with at the end of his life:
SERENITA and PAZIENZA (serenity and patience).
Since my trip to "Casa Assagioli" last September, I have taken a renewed interest in working with evocative
word cards as a way to infuse these transpersonal qualities into everyday life.
This is not a new idea in psychosynthesis, but what if we were to revise one of the classic transpersonal
exercises so that instead of going up the mountain to meet the wise being, the wise being comes down off the
mountain? Imagine, all day long your Higher Self is trying to flag you down, get your attention, if only you
would take your foot off the accelerator for a moment or turn around to see.
Along these lines, I have started writing a series of pieces based on the evocative word cards to reflect on daily
life through the lens of psychosynthesis. There are several posted online and what follows is the most recent
in the series, on CONFIDENCE.
If you look in the dictionary, CONFIDENCE is defined as "the feeling of being certain that something will
happen or that something is true." A river flows downhill, the sun rises in the east, apple blossoms bloom in
spring. Imagine the Self, too, in this light, with a confidence in the unfolding path of your life. In this very
moment, "you" are happening and "you" are true.
Like a River to the Sea
CONFIDENCE, as scientists and odds makers know, traditionally refers to whether or not we believe a particular outcome will occur. These outcomes matter to us, no doubt about
it. Hosting a dinner party, we all would rather serve a delicious
meal than one that is burnt or unappetizing. We delight in a job
performance that results in a year-end bonus. A peace agreement that resolves a conflict between warring factions is a
great relief and achievement. It is natural and healthy to work
towards positive, life affirming outcomes in our lives and in
the world.
(Continued on page 22)
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But there is another way to look at confidence that has little to do with outcomes. This is a confidence that
arises when we let go of the content and our preferences, moving beyond what we wished would happen and
embracing life and our world as it is actually unfolding. It is an experience of radical acceptance that is open
and receptive to the truth of the present moment, whether we can bend it to our desires or not. This is an
inclusive, holistic view of confidence that transcends dualities, that holds both winning and losing, success and
failure, desires and aversions. The source of such confidence springs from connecting with the flow of life, like
a sea-seeking river trusting its course.
Zig-Zag
In the town where I live, there is a wonderful theater company whose actors are mostly children and young
adults with significant disabilities. Some are unable to walk, a few cannot speak or hear, still others have
emotional or cognitive challenges. You might wonder how such a theater troupe would be able to tackle The
Lion King or Charlotte's Web, yet many times I have attended their public performances to sold out audiences
who cheer and cry and stomp their feet!
Here is their secret: the theater directors understand and accept the old adage that the best laid plans often go
astray. They might think and plan for a scene to go in one direction, but then something completely different
happens based on what a particular group of actors is capable of delivering on any given day. They are not sure
exactly what will unfold; the only certainty is that something will happen! Then they "flow with the go," to turn
a phrase around.
One day at the theater I noticed the two directors getting somewhat exasperated as the rehearsal grew
quite chaotic and unsettled. Then one looked to the other with a gleam in her eye and said, "zig-zag!" This was
their code word: time to recognize that while we might want things to go "zig," sometimes they will go "zag."
Immediately a feeling of confidence and surety returned to the stage and the play once again surged back to
life.
The "X" Factor
When people report a feeling of confidence, usually what they mean is that they feel capable, well prepared,
focused, and connected. Whether taking an exam, playing in the Super Bowl, getting married, or giving a
presentation at work, confidence has much to do with an internal feeling of readiness. We cannot always
predict for sure exactly how things will turn out; that's why they play the game, even when one team is a heavy
favorite to win. And in large part it's what keeps life interesting! The uncertainty of outcomes transports us
back to the present moment, where our choices and actions truly matter and can influence the outcome. Perhaps
that's a useful way to think about confidence: the sense that we can influence the outcome if we call on all our
resources and make our best effort.
In psychosynthesis, the "x" factor when it comes to confidence is the discovery and cultivation of the will.
Assagioli referred to the will as "the Cinderella of psychology." It is also the wellspring of confidence. No
doubt you have heard the old cliché, "If at first you don't succeed, try, try again." Clichés, though they may
sound corny, usually contain at least a kernel of wisdom. The child learning to ride a bicycle who falls off on
her first attempt and then gets back in the saddle is exercising her will. Confidence grows through persistence
and perseverance, two attributes of a strong will.

(Continued on page 23)
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Yet the will must be not only strong but skillful. The child on the bike may need training wheels at first to gain
a sense of balance and certainly a helmet so she will not be gravely injured. It is the thoughtful and strategic
use of the will that contributes to a sense of confidence that we are on a path that will produce positive results
over time. The Titanic was a strong and powerful ship, but without skillful navigation she could not arrive
successfully at the destination.
The third aspect of the will that is essential to inspire confidence is the good will. Employees or team members
who perceive that their leader possesses good will, that he takes into consideration not only his own interests
but the needs of the larger group, develop a deeper sense of trust and solidarity. Their confidence level goes
up as they invest more of themselves, go the extra mile, in service of the team's goals. Conversely, governments
will sometimes take a "no confidence" vote when they believe their leader has a will that is not sufficiently
strong, skillful and good.
"I am"
The practice of psychosynthesis helps us move more fluidly back and forth between "content" (including our
preferences and desired outcomes) and a core self that is "content-less." Ram Dass, among others, has
described this core self simply and succinctly in Grist for the Mill: "The one you are looking for is the one
who is looking." It is the observer or witness, the "I" at the center of our life who is always there experiencing
the content.
As we discover "I" or self in psychosynthesis, there is a kind of confidence in the experience of self that is
distinct from any particular content or outcomes. This is the confidence to live a human life with all that it
entails: embracing our vulnerability, the light and the darkness, the great mystery of it all. Think of it as
a figure-ground shift, where our confidence is not exclusively tied to events but rather to an internal sense of
being. It is borne not of swagger or success, but rather a profound trust and alignment with the very process of
self and life unfolding.
This is important because the truth is that some days we will have our way with the world, and other days the
world will have its way with us. The content and outcomes are variable, the story of our lives changes from
year to year, and still this sense of "I am" persists through a lifetime. Somewhere out beyond a self-confidence
derived from our ability, talents and skills, we can begin to discern also a confidence in the self, expressing its
life force as sure as the young plant grows irresistibly up through the crack in the sidewalk, seeking its day in
the sun. ◙

Jon Schottland is a psychotherapist and trainer with The Synthesis Center in
Amherst, MA. You can follow his blog at psychosynthesiscoach.org/coach_blog
and contact him at jon@synthesiscenter.org
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Fifth International Meeting at Casa Assagioli
The Group Alle Fonti invites you to

CO-CREATING AN INTERNATIONAL
PSYCHOSYNTHESIS COMMUNITY
Fifth International Meeting at Casa Assagioli
Florence, 17-20 September 2015
As we approach our fifth year of international gatherings, we can say that the September Meeting at Casa Assagioli
has become a consistent opportunity in the world of psychosynthesis, one which has provided participants with a
rich and meaningful experience.
A number of things contribute to this outcome:
•
•
•
•
•
•

the source: each year additional documents of Assagioli’s archives have been made available due to the
work of the Alle Fonti Group;
the setting: Casa Assagioli, the house where Roberto Assagioli lived, worked and developed
psychosynthesis, and that became the home of the Italian Institute of Psychosynthesis after his death;
psychosynthesis friends from all over the world;
the spirit of research and deep exchange that enlivens the time together;
the support of the group Alle Fonti, which has been dedicated to the preservation and enhancement of the
archive in the last eight years;
and Florence, good meals, ...

The next meeting will be dedicated to the theme of Co-Creating an International Community of Psychosynthesis,
both because it is a strongly felt need in our wide-spread groups, and also because the work that takes place at Casa
Assagioli is naturally oriented towards such a goal. Assagioli, as we know, had always thought of psychosynthesis
as a useful tool to the creation of a "planetary synthesis"... an offering to the whole of humanity.
The interactions we’ve experienced as we’ve come together from different countries have been a recognition of a
common belonging to the spirit and practice of psychosynthesis, a belonging that unifies us despite the diversity of
approaches, organizations, experiences.
From September 17-20, 2015, in addition to the usual time for individual research in Assagioli’s archives, the Fifth
International Meeting will also offer moments of sharing, reflection, and exploration in groups to strengthen and
support the global community of psychosynthesis. By strengthening our own sense of a global psychosynthesis
community, we may be able, in turn, to carry our experience of such a community to others in our own countries
and, thereby enrich their experience of a wider international community.
In order to support the birth of every new initiative of psychosynthesis in the world, we offer to people who come
from developing countries a discounted registration fee. The meeting welcomes anyone with a background in
Psychosynthesis, practitioners or not, from any field or service path. Join us!
Looking forward to meeting you in Florence,
Gruppo Alle Fonti, Events
For more information and application, see: http://psychosynthesisevents.blogspot.it/
Please forward this invitation to your colleagues and friends
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Sanity Recovered,
And Afterwards
David Stark
I would like to step back to November of 1993, the month in which my Windhorse treatment began. I was living
in an apartment in my parents’ home, shared by a housemate who was trying to impose her views on me about
everything from religion to romance. I was overmedicated on Haldol (an antidepressant with unpleasant side
effects), sleeping past noon and dreading the day because it illustrated the tremendous chasm between the
condition of my life and the life I had hoped for and failed to attain. Simply, I lacked the skills, health, and personal
resources necessary to make my own decisions and adjust my life conditions in a constructive fashion.
My treatments were all localized in offices. None of my providers visited my home; nor did I visit theirs. I sat on
a chair or couch, directly facing a provider in an opposite chair and recited my soliloquy of life events, current
calamities, historical handicaps, and planned projects. The recitations left me fatigued, hungry, and with a sense
that speech itself enacted a process of self-violation. The dosages of medicine rose and fell with the tides of my
discourse, but usually increased. I gradually learned—through a circular, destabilizing process of physical
discomfort, hour-long sessions of monotonous self-disclosure, anger, guilt, dread, dependency, and despair—how
to become a mental patient.
Then one day my mother read an article in the local newspaper about Windhorse. The article said that a new mental
health organization with considerable success in treating psychosis had begun operating in Northampton. Windhorse aimed to restore a person’s physical, social, psychological, and spiritual connections and balances within a
sane environment—a milieu of compassion extended by a team of trained healers. About a week later, we were
both in the small Windhorse office meeting Jeff Fortuna, Executive Director, and Eric Chapin, Assistant Director.
They explained that Eric had just arrived from Boulder, Colorado and was available to see clients. Jeff seemed to
me more sensitive, quieter, and somehow more representative of a typical therapist. Eric seemed boisterous, and
I feared him a little because of his size and manner. It was decided, however, that I would work with Eric.
Although I found them both to have slightly odd personalities (as if I myself were anything near normal), what I
was mostly puzzled by was the name “Windhorse.” They explained that “Windhorse” was the name of a legendary
creature famous throughout Central Asia for its capacity to give people strength in healing illness or overcoming
depression. The horse energy expresses power and the wind energy lifts people up; the symbol conveys discipline
as well.
On my first shift with Eric, he asked me if there was any place that I wanted to go or anything that I needed to do.
The only place I could think of visiting was a scenic overlook on the side of the interstate highway several miles
south of Northampton. I had driven past it many times, but had never stopped because I felt uncomfortable doing
so alone. Eric had no qualms about heading for the site or stepping out from the car onto the earth with cars
whizzing by, a slippery slope ahead, a view of the vast unknown beyond, and strangers straggling astride the
embankment.
I had a burning question which I then posed to Eric: “Why do people do what they do?”
Years of unsuccessful living had etched the question into my consciousness. Why do I do what I do? . . . why does
anybody do what he or she does—because they want to, have to, are allowed to? My experience of life had so
deteriorated from youthful hoping and coping into a sickly moping and groping; my memories of prior joys so
transfigured into patterns of purposeless pain; my habituation into the role of mental patient so engrained and
debilitating . . . that I was emblazoned with a senseless anger, a haughty hostility, a de facto dependency, and a
dangerous tendency toward self-destruction. I could scarcely fathom what or why anyone else on the planet did,
what they thought or felt about their own situation and the larger human condition.
(Continued on page 26)
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Eric and I soon fell into the habit of two three-hour shifts per week. On each shift, we would first go to the
Northampton YMCA for a brisk swim in the big, cold pool; shower and change clothes, then drive to a Mexican
restaurant for two bean tostadas each and glasses of water. We ate Mexican food because it was inexpensive,
mostly vegetarian, familiar to us both as former Texans—and the restaurant provided a quiet but open atmosphere
for us to converse. The meals became rather festive, and we alternated buying a basket of totopos chips for the two
of us to share.
Schedule
Early in treatment, Eric began discussing the importance of schedule. He alluded to it while explaining the
significance of a three-hour shift (sufficient time for dinner and a movie), in asking about the timing and sequence
of my activities throughout the day and week (from biological processes to social activities to work and leisure)
and in philosophical thoughts on how best to use one’s time. He seemed genuinely curious about what I was doing
when, not simply in order to raise my consciousness about my activity level and my potential, but to inculcate an
awareness of the reactions connecting events and of the sense of structure, discipline, and spirituality resulting
from a well-ordered life. As I have since read, one consequence of schizophrenic-type illness is impairment in the
ability to judge the passage of time, with attendant limitations such as procrastination. I think Eric was trying to
demonstrate that I could counter this debilitating tendency by making my use of time explicit.
Mind-Body Synchronization
Eric and Jeff explained to me that I needed a mind-body synchronization practice, and that rigorous exercise would
fill this need. The goal of the practice was to make the mind and the body establish unifying patterns and rhythms
for a sustained period, relieve the mind from its incessant burden of psychotic thinking, and animate and liberate
the body from its yolk of psychotropic medicines and side effects. Eric suggested that we swim at the YMCA, an
activity he gravitated toward. I consented because I had enjoyed the sport as a lifeguard and instructor in my teens.
I had not swum much in the preceding five years, however, due to the neuro-muscular side effects of medicine. I
had avoided health clubs out of anti-social tendencies, and minimized exercise in general due to fatigue. Eric
seemed convinced that we were doing the right thing and persuaded me to purchase a one-year membership at the
YMCA rather than rely on chance occasional visits. He was enthusiastic and spoke glowingly about the value of
what we were doing. I naturally assumed that Windhorse had discovered a miraculous “swimming cure.”
Psychosocial Techniques
Eric and Jeff employed a variety of techniques to get me to verbalize and transcend those elements of my personal
history that thwarted my emotional development. First among these was the genogram. The genogram was simply
a diagram of my family tree on a large sheet of paper. Eric himself inscribed most of it after questioning me
extensively to identify all the members of my extended family, their relationships between each, and their brief
biographies. I was fascinated by the notion of the genogram. It seemed to capture and express so much of who I
was. I had been born into a particular family. I had learned its rules, beliefs, attitudes, customs, preferences,
feelings, strategies, suffering, and so much more. To give voice to this familial context of my psychological
inheritance was to express something essential to my identity and elemental to my character.
Eric was concerned not simply that I articulate these stories. He wanted me to transcend them by letting them go.
He knew people whose lives consisted of little more than futile and endless self-psychoanalyzing—rehashing the
past verbally, and thus condemning themselves to live within it. He wanted me to be out of the whole syndrome,
free and clear. He did, however, feel that it was important to achieve internal clarity about one’s feelings and
experiences in order to be able to live happily in the present. He himself had spent three years in therapy and shared
insights not simply of his own recovery but of his therapists’ and teachers’ teachings about the process of recovery.

(Continued on page 27)
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The third way in which Eric and Jeff assisted my psychosocial recovery was by providing a structure and focus
that supported my venturing out into the community for recovery-promoting activities, such as support groups,
workshops, alternative healers, and courses. Team meetings and family meetings provided opportunities for
reflection and evaluation as well as scheduled points of reference in the life of my recovery. Eric and Jeff
positioned themselves as mentors, friends, and healers who were assuming responsibility for keeping my recovery
on track, my life in progress, and my support steady. With these resources in place, I felt the courage and drive to
step out into the community to meet new people, learn what I could learn, attend to both daily business and
unconventional projects, and see what this grand enterprise of living could be like in a new mode.
Community
The Windhorse community consists of clients and their families, staff and their families. These members gather
approximately once a month for parties in people’s homes to celebrate housewarmings, holidays, Windhorse
occasions, graduations, and goodbyes. Most of the parties are potluck, with offerings arranged by telephone,
sign-up sheet, or alphabetical guidelines. The parties tend to be festive, calm, and harmonious—unlike college
beer parties or stuffy status-seeking events. Children are welcome, and often there are speeches, toasts, or
performances. Other ongoing community events include a hiking group, gardening project, staff meetings, a
course in the skills of recovery, book readings, guest speakers, theater project, client newsletter, retreats, and an
assortment of ad hoc groups that meet briefly around a variety of issues.
Employment
Half a year after my Windhorse treatment began, I felt sufficiently revitalized and hopeful to seek another job. I
knew that I could not work full-time, could not handle stress, and would have difficulty relating to employers and
colleagues; I felt I was not likely to obtain and maintain employment in any event. As luck would have it, I went
to the Starpoint Clubhouse one day to pursue job leads. That very evening they were interviewing for part-time
positions as telephone counselors in a program funded by the Department of Mental Health and a DMH consumer
initiative grant. The confidential, non-crisis telephone support service was staffed and managed by recovering
consumers. I applied and was hired, perhaps in part because the supervisor was a classmate of mine at the
skills-of-recovery course being taught at Windhorse. Not only that, the local newspaper interviewed the new hires
and took photographs that were published the following day. I had risen from sick and cruel obscurity to quick and
cool celebrity in twenty-four hours. More importantly, I had secured a position where my illness was regarded as
an asset, not a liability; I had entered a job environment where my needs would be not only respected but also
rehabilitated; I had joined a community that would provide collegiality and companionship.
Windhorse Literature
The stages of transformation can and should be unwound if one is properly supported in a therapeutic milieu. I
cannot imagine how I ever could have accomplished this lengthy and laborious task of restoration without the
Windhorse community. Physically, I needed to learn to hold my head up, to breathe, and to guard (not risk) my
physical safety. Emotionally, I needed to choose feeling over not feeling, compassion over hostility, and kindness
over contempt. Socially, I needed to choose independence over dependence, peace with authority over rebelliousness. Intellectually, I needed to choose awareness over ignorance. Every one of these choices needed to be
considered and contemplated, tried and applied, sustained and ingrained.

(Continued on page 28)
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Conclusions
I needed to learn a better way to treat other people (including myself) with sensitivity, concern, and respect, and
to see that no harm is done when one errs on the side of compassion. I needed to try to do good, be good, and feel
good—to realize that I am a good person, or if not yet, I can become one. I needed to know that it feels better to
have the genuine compassion, respect, and camaraderie of a small therapeutic community than to megalomaniacally seek the glory of recognition in the world theater. I needed to experience that life can get easier as you go
along, but that you must first start somewhere to attack the inertia. I needed to realize that some people—and by
extension, maybe even many people—really do want what’s best for me.
Affiliating with a mental health organization that cultivates a kind, compassionate whole person view of healing
necessarily promotes changing one’s world view and one’s view of oneself. In its idealism and social values, the
Windhorse culture opposes the cynical world view. It gives its members an opportunity to shed the bitter and
bilious baggage of previous life experience in the outer world. Personally, I had in the course of my young life
reached many convictions about the intentions of others that needed to be revised. Windhorse provided a safe and
skillful setting in which to unlearn past prejudices and learn new ways of understanding and approaching the world.
Psychosynthesis Training
For most psychosynthesis trainees, the experience is primarily about supporting a career in the mental health field
or better understanding their own development and life path. But for me, the psychosynthesis experience has been
very much about my decades-long recovery from a major mental illness, and the unique opportunity the psychosynthesis community and group process have afforded me to make major strides in my own psychological healing.
First, let me try to explain, in case you do not already know, that for many people diagnosed with a major mental
illness, options and opportunities often become severely restricted. The number of places one can go and feel
comfortable, or groups one can join and participate successfully in, often seem severely constrained. There are the
asyla and treatment programs, of course—and we’ll not debate their relative merits and shortcomings here—but
for the most part, these are settings one does not willfully choose to encounter or pursue. And being in a
stigma-laced public can be a nightmare in mutual projection. If those are the limitations of place, consider the
constraints on the time in one’s life as well. There may be meetings and appointments not entirely of one’s
choosing, but largely dictated by medical circumstance. Not to mention the suffering imposed by a variety of
physical interventions, such as chemical substances/ingestants, or worse. All of this can add up to a picture of
one’s life involvement that can seem unfair at best, and un-life-like at worst. All of this demoralization can make
one’s employment prospects grow appreciably dimmer with each passing year.
So how to find a way out of this predicament, this mental morass in which no path seems to lead anywhere
different or hopeful? Few paths are freely chosen anyway. Into this cauldron of despair, I would like to offer my
view of one hopeful solution that many of you have already experienced, and that is psychosynthesis training.
Psychosynthesis training is effective in helping people like myself in recovery from significant, life-disrupting
mental disturbances because the psychosynthesis community is a therapeutic one, and the training format
encourages taking growth-oriented risks in a safe and supportive way. The training format is mostly nonhierarchical, relying on relationships and connections among peers, and the material and the experience deepen
and broaden as you continue, enabling you to re-visit challenging issues in new ways, and face uncertain paths
more boldly over time.
Psychosynthesis is a psycho-social-spiritual modality that does not ignore the physical self, but strives to unite the
dimensions of human experience into ever greater levels of wholeness. It does not judge the person, and therefore
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does not stigmatize the person in mental health recovery. It recognizes that all people are struggling with universal
issues occurring within the human lifetime though one’s own unique circumstances. Qualities and experiences
vary; therefore, someone with a mental illness is not inherently different from anyone else, but just lives at a
different point on the continuum of human experience.
I found that the starting point in psychosynthesis training is always being in the present moment, in the room
together, so no one is excessively disadvantaged by their personal past. The emphasis is on authentic sharing, so
there is little chance of conversational manipulation occurring or other social maneuvers that may be triggering
for a person in mental health recovery. Very significantly, it provides a non-competitive learning environment:
while psychosynthesis is an established and respected theory, it is hard for a well-intended person to “do it wrong,”
and there are no punishments for “failure.”
If growth is what it’s all about, then the possibility always exists of outgrowing your illness, suffering, or
attachment to mental-patient identity. Here, an inspired trainee (with a mental health-defined identity) may
overcome his or her marginalized or socially disadvantaged status through experiences of social inclusion, group
harmony and belonging, and healing through psychological integration. The potential always exists for extending
or continuing the process, through additional formal trainings or other psychosynthesis work, until such time as
the recovering person is able to perceive and engage with his or her more profound, life-changing challenges, such
as those which may have precipitated the onset of illness, diagnosis, and treatment.
The roles of “guide and traveler” are less constraining and stigmatizing than those of “healer and patient,” and
since fellow trainees tend to have similar value systems and morally compatible life goals, a trainee with a mental
health condition can participate and not be consistently at odds with the rest of the group. Successful recovery from
any condition, but especially a major mental health concern, has a lot to do with will alignment, and this training
format contributes to such success. It is both personal and shared, or private and public, so people with concerns
or issues about boundaries, personas, disclosure, identity, exposure and trust—issues common to those who have
experienced the mental health system—have many opportunities to learn to navigate through this territory in an
environment with low stakes and few consequences.
For those people in recovery who seek to use their unique experiences and insights to benefit others in recovery,
or humanity at large, psychosynthesis training provides a natural segue into the path of becoming a professional
mental health worker because it brilliantly blends the personal with the professional. Individuals in mental health
recovery, I would argue, can derive great benefit from those experiences which enable them to perceive themselves, their conditions, and others in a new light. If, as a psychosynthesis practitioner teaches, “I have a self, and
I am more than a self,” then everyone who has had to take their life suffering in too personal a way must be able
to say to themselves similarly, “I have a problem/condition/circumstance/challenge/role/identity, and I am more
than my burden.”

Born in Houston, TX, David Stark earned a B.A. in Psychology and Linguistics from Princeton University in 1987. He has been Peer Coordinator and Peer Counselor at Windhorse
Integrative Mental Health in Northampton, MA, since 2000. David is currently working on
Psychosynthesis Level Three at the Synthesis Center in Amherst, MA, and is also pursuing
graduate studies in the Program in Community Mental Health at Southern New Hampshire
University in Manchester, NH. He has traveled extensively and is also interested in discovering new ways of thinking and being.
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In Dante’s Footsteps:
A Psychosynthesis Journey Through the
Casentino Valley
19-27 October 2015

T

he founder of psychosynthesis, Roberto Assagioli, invites us to read Dante’s Divine Comedy, which he
describes as “a wonderful picture of a complete psychosynthesis.” Together with Dante, we can descend
through the circles of Hell, climb the steep slopes of Purgatory and speed through the spheres of the heavens,
to finally reach Paradise and its all-encompassing synthesis.

An adopted Florentine and attentive reader of Dante’s Comedy,
Roberto Assagioli was familiar with the Casentino region and
Dante’s references to the valley’s places and people. In this
trip through the Casentino valley, we follow the footsteps of
Dante and imagine ourselves traveling with Assagioli.
Starting from the Istituto di Psicosintesi, Assagioli’s home
and workplace in Florence, we visit the places mentioned by
Dante. We walk through quiet forests, see beautiful villages,
enjoy the cucina locale, and share our impressions. Together
we read passages from the Comedy, meditate and enjoy creative activities. The trip promises to be a source of inspiration
for novices and veterans of both psychosynthesis and Dante’s
poetry.
Essentially, the journey is an open voyage of discovery and a direct personal experience of all that presents
itself during its various stages. We stay in intimate family hotels and dine in local restaurants, avoid covering
large distances and hasty visits. The sole focus of the journey is to calmly and peacefully experience and enjoy
historical sites, majestic forests, sacred places and informative museums while reflecting on passages from
Dante’s and Assagioli’s writings in this beautiful area of eastern Tuscany.

Your Guides: Catherine Ann Lombard, M.A. and Dr. Kees den Biesen

For a detailed program, please visit PoeticPlaces.org
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Your Inner Will:
Finding Personal Strength in Critical Times
by Piero Ferrucci
A Review by Pepper Sarnoff

P

iero Ferrucci, author of The Power of Kindness (2006), Beauty and the Soul
(2009), Inevitable Grace (1990), and What We May Be (1982), has made
another contribution to the advancement of psychosynthesis ideas and techniques. His latest book, Your Inner Will: Finding Personal Strength in Critical
Times (2014), explores the aspects of will and provides practical exercises for
cultivating these aspects. Whether we are engaging in a process of personal
discovery and growth or are facing our own dark night of the soul, the energy of
the will is the foundation of how we have the strength to encounter and experience the intersection of our own self and the world.
Ferrucci draws on the knowledge and wisdom of mythology, story-telling, philosophy, psychological research,
neuroscience, personal anecdotes and case studies to illuminate various aspects of will that work together
synergistically in the development and transformation of self. The chapters on Freedom, The Center, The Will,
Plasticity, Mastery, Autonomy, Depth, Resilience, Integrity, Courage, and The State of Grace, begin with a
traditional story, myth or legend, followed by an exposition and deeper exploration of that aspect of will, and
each chapter concludes with an exercise and practical hints for application. The exercises include guided imagery
and meditation, mindfulness practices, a disidentification exercise, journaling and self-evaluation, “thought
experiments,” and acting “as if”— the use of the exercises is itself a course in the activation of will. The book
concludes with the story of Homer’s Odysseus, whose unfolding adventure symbolizes the challenges of life that
require us to find and utilize our deep inner resources in order to come into the fullness of our being.
Ferrucci both studied and collaborated with Roberto Assagioli, the father of psychosynthesis and the author of
The Act of Will (1973), written before the “Decade of the Brain” and the rapidly developing field of neuroscience
which is shaped by more and more sophisticated brain imaging and mapping studies. Ferrucci begins to explore
the implications of this research. Citing Assagioli who said, “Attention is life-giving,” Ferrucci points out the
shift in scientific thinking from hard determinism and the view of the brain as an “immutable entity” to the
acceptance of neuroplasticity, and the acknowledgment that “all of us have the ability—and the responsibility—
to shape our own brain. Where we invest our attention and where we withdraw our attention create these
neuronal pathways that shape our direct experience. Identification and dis-identification contour who we are
becoming. Ferrucci also thoughtfully examines research that challenges the existence of the conscious will,
notably the brain imaging studies done in the early 1980’s by Benjamin Libet, who discovered that brain
activation for motor activity happened before conscious decision-making. Ferrucci discusses his thoughts about
this research, and about the long-standing philosophical and scientific debate about the will. Ferrucci concludes
his discussion with an acknowledgment of the complexity of the human experience, and the awareness that “our
life is made of levels, and what is true at one level may not be true at another,” and he believes this is true for the
will too.
This appreciation and recognition of complexity, of the messiness of our brains, our lives, our choices, and
acceptance of these many levels is reflected in the spirit and the organization of the book. Finding personal
strength through the inner will may come from reading an inspiring story, embarking on a self-development
process of activating the will, practicing daily exercises, contemplating philosophical or scientific ideas, or living
our life and facing the challenges of these critical times. Ferrucci says, “What we will equals what we are,
because through our choices, we build our life, express ourselves in the world, and are known by others.”◙
Pepper Sarnoff is a counselor and marriage and family therapist in Charleston, South Carolina. She is also a
member of the AAP Steering Committee.
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A GATHERING OF SELVES
Jan Kuniholm
AAP 2015 Conference Chair
A Gathering of Persons and Ideas
AAP’s International Conference, to be held in Montreal in August, 2015—Be Your True Self: Discovering
Inner Resources in Everyday Life, in Family and Organizations, in Clinical Applications, in Global
Issues—promises to be a “gathering of selves” in more than one way. We will ourselves be gathering as persons,
and there will be a gathering of different ideas and approaches to Self.
Roberto Assagioli presented us with several concepts based upon observations of human being and identity,
including “I” and the field of personal awareness, higher and lower “unconscious,” personal self and “higher or
transpersonal self” or Self, personality and subpersonalities—as well as an articulation of the central role of
awareness and will, and the psychological laws governing the relationships between ideas, emotions, and actions.
Since Assagioli articulated his original conceptions of psychosynthesis, there have been numerous elaborations of
his thought and practice, including some new approaches to some of his core concepts. Recent books and articles
have expanded Assagioli’s original ideas and have taken psychosynthesis in new directions. Not surprisingly, not
every new point of view resonates with everyone! For some, the new ideas are just “not true,” or not true to the
original vision of psychosynthesis. The history of psychosynthesis since Assagioli’s passing has included some
efforts to delineate a “true” or accepted version, and the differences in points of view have not always met with
enthusiastic responses from all members of our burgeoning community.
A Smidgeon of Philosophy
I’ll ask your indulgence for the space of two paragraphs to introduce a smidgeon of philosophy, which will clarify
what I want to say later. As seekers after truth throughout the millennia have discovered, the search for truth is
often accompanied by a zealous effort to eliminate errors. Experimental science provides one of the best examples
of this approach, as one experimenter will attempt to duplicate the work of another in order to “verify” the first
worker’s findings—or to detect any error of conception or practice if the findings are not “verified.” In the hard
sciences such as physics, the practice of verification can be helpful in sharpening concepts and determining
effective practice. This kind of approach to truth is rooted in classic Aristotelian logic and the principle of
contradiction, which, in a simplified version, says that proposition “A” and its contradiction “not-A” cannot both
be true in the same way, at the same time, in the same respects. If the proposition “A” is true, then its contrary
“not-A” must be false.
All this is simply a prelude to the observation that when some of us have accepted one formulation of a principle
in psychosynthesis, there is some intellectual pressure to regard different formulations as “false.” The legacy of
classical logic is long and far-reaching, and the influence of modern versions of scientific thinking that recognize
“truth” only in propositions that are “verifiable” is powerful. Assagioli, like William James before him, was
impatient with the limited view of science that holds verifiability as a required article of faith, not to be
transgressed under any circumstances. Both men were enthusiastic supporters of scientific psychology, but neither
was willing to accept the limits that strict verifiability imposes. I suspect that this reluctance was based upon an
unwillingness to grant a special place to theoretical cogency that ignores the results of practical experience, as well
as a deep understanding of the ongoing interactions between experience and the development of theories over
time. For both Assagioli and James, experience was the cornerstone of their theoretical formulations, and both
championed the inclusion of the varieties of experience in any theoretical presentation. In contrast to the “hard”
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scientists of his day, James promoted a different approach to truth: that “truth” is a quality the value of which is
confirmed by its effectiveness when applying concepts to actual practice. In its simplest form, then, James’ theory
is that “truth is what works.” I think Assagioli’s thinking, while not rooted in the philosophy known as
“pragmatism,” is quite comfortable with James’ formulation.
The Formulation of a Principle is “True” if It Works in the Real World
What this means for us as practitioners and teachers of psychosynthesis is that a formulation of a particular
principle is “true” if it “works” in a real-world application. There is justification in adopting a formulation that
has practical value, even if it is logically inconsistent with other formulations. For example, I have recently written
(Psychosynthesis Quarterly, December 2014) in defense of Assagioli’s original “egg diagram” as a map of the
conscious and unconscious, because this map coincides with my personal experience. I contrasted this map with
John Firman’s map, which no longer shows “Self” on the “egg diagram” in any location, but implies its presence
throughout. But I do not claim that one was a “true” version or a “correct” mapping of consciousness, and that
the other is “false.” I encourage us to use the model that works in the situation in which we are involved: one time
we may find the original Assagioli map most useful, and at another time we may find that the Firman model best
serves our purpose.
This kind of inclusiveness is not something that is unique to our discipline. The inconsistencies between relativity
theory and quantum theory in physics have been known for nearly a century, and they do not prevent scientists
from accepting both approaches. Each theory “works” in particular applications, so they are both accepted—until
and unless a new theory reconciles them or transcends them with a practically successful synthesis.
My point here is that there is no orthodoxy in psychosynthesis—which means that none of the formulations of
psychosynthesis, including Assagioli’s, has a claim to exclusive truth. Assagioli’s motto was “always ‘both/and’
never ‘either/or.’” It was his way of keeping us pointed toward experience rather than the hard logic of concepts.
Most concepts are created by means of contrasts, whereas the foundation of psychosynthesis is the bridging of
polarities. Change is implied at every level of psychosynthesis, not only in the people we bring it to, but also in
the way we think about it. So our ability to entertain contrasting approaches in psychosynthesis may provide us
with resources that are not available when we limit ourselves to a single approach.
Experience as the Basis for Inclusiveness at the Conference
AAP’s 2015 Conference is intended to focus on various aspects of the core psychosynthesis concept of Self—in
the most inclusive way possible. This event is an invitation for us to explore and experience the connections to
Self that are present in every aspect of our lives, from a variety of points of view. If this conference is about
“truth,” then it is about the truth of how each approach to Self and the other concepts of psychosynthesis
work—are effective in actual practice.
The AAP Conference is not about what is “right,” but about what works. We invite you to come to this conference
—to share what works for you, to learn what works for others, to deepen your understanding of the theory and
practice of psychosynthesis in a wide variety of life arenas. Self is a large subject, and is not at all thoroughly
explored in writing or in practice. The 2015 AAP Conference will be focusing on this subject in a way that allows
participants to explore it in greater depth. Conference speakers and workshop presenters will explore Self on the
levels of individuals, organizations, and the planet—in ordinary life circumstances and in clinical settings. Prepare
to experience something new in Montreal this coming August. We hope you will join us and make it a memorable
occasion, both interesting and practically rewarding. ◙
Jan Kuniholm is editor of Psychosynthesis Quarterly.
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THE SOUL IN ITS PROMISCUOUS CONTEXTS
Gianni Yoav Dattilo, PhD
(This is an edited transcript of a talk given at the
EFPP Conference in Florence October 13-15, 2013:
Soul Dimension in Psychotherapy)

“Der Sitz der Seele ist da, wo sich Innenwelt und Außenwelt berühren”
“The seat of the soul is there where the inner and outer worlds meet.”
Blütenstaub- Fragmente (19)
Novalis

I

’d rather let the soul speak through me, than speak about the soul. We may evoke its presence, feel it, imagine
it, intuitively perceive it or simply live it; but if we dare to overconceptualize, theologize, psychologize the
Soul, it eventually fades and dissolves. I deeply appreciate the emphasis of this conference on the soul as a
living experience. There is a definition of the soul by Robert Musil, the famous Austrian writer, in his book
The Man Without Qualities, as "that which crawls away and hides whenever someone mentions algebra." So I
will not mention algebra, and that’s surely not going to be difficult for me, because I don’t know much about
it—but I will not define the soul either.
All meanings depend on a context, and every spoken word is somehow an expression of the soul of the speaker.
Each of us resonates differently with the whole idea of “soul,” and it would be meaningful to become aware of
our own personal relationship to it in psychotherapy, counseling, but mostly in daily life, beyond words and
theories. There is always continuity between our profession and our own peculiar way of being in the world.
When clergymen or theologians talk about the soul, they probably mean something different from the meanings
accepted by philosophers or psychologists; they all do talk a lot about the soul, but in different ways, and there
is obviously neither agreement nor a common vision and language.
As we know, there are myriads of theories and
views on the soul in each field; it is a labyrinth I
wouldn’t dare to enter. I won’t focus on the
contents of the extremely numerous theories and
contrasting views in religion, philosophy, esoteric traditions, or on the psychological reductions
of the soul. I will only briefly point out some
possible different attitudes and postures, and
variegated ways to “treat” the soul. In the subgroup this afternoon [at the conference] we’ll
work experientially on the three levels: body,
psyche, and spirit, drawing from ancient spiritual
traditions and contemporary psychologies.
Now let’s just get started contemplating the famous Renaissance fresco by Raphael, The School
of Athens, as a “soulful” representation of the
(Continued on page 37)
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multiplicity of attitudes toward the soul. It is an imaginative landscape of the main archetypical themes of
human thought, at least in the West. Plato and Aristotle are the central figures, and literally embody their
philosophies; they are distinguished in every aspect and detail, even the books they are holding in their hands
have a different spatial orientation; obviously, vertical in Plato and horizontal in Aristotle. What mainly strikes
one is their postures: their bodies “speak,” and, I would say, reveal their different stances towards the soul and
the world. Interestingly enough, in Raphael’s masterpiece the two protagonists and antagonists of Western
philosophy seem to be reconciled in a visual and ideal synthesis. We may, roughly speaking, consider the
philosophy of these two giants as archetypal seeds that transversally pervade all areas of human knowledge,
religion, philosophy, psychology and science.
By “context of the soul,” I actually mean individual and collective modes and attitudes to relate to soul, and
not simply disciplines, such as religion, philosophy or psychology nor cultural environments—which, of
course, are also very important. We may conceive a soulful religion, a soulful philosophy, a soulful psychology
and even a soulful science. The indefinable, ineffable Soul has no boundaries, but there are different ways to
connect to it, to be conscious of its living reality. Carl Gustav Jung openly goes beyond psychology and
medicine throughout all his work, and in his book Modern Man in Search of a Soul entitles the last chapter
“Psychotherapists or the Clergy,” where he clearly states, “I regard the religious problems which the patient
brings before me as relevant to the neurosis and as possible causes of it.” So religious problems enter the sacred
space of the psychotherapist’s room, or “tenemos,” using Jungian terminology. In Jung we witness “the return
of the repressed soul” into a modern psychology that so proudly claimed to be empirical and scientific.
Soul is a powerful but “promiscuous” word, used and sometimes abused in promiscuous contexts. James
Hillman, in a lecture here in Florence some years ago, provocatively pointed out that the word “psychology”
itself is somehow a contradiction, an oxymoron, as it combines two opposing, antonymous words, soul
(psyche) and logos. His Archetypical Psychology has actually fostered what we may call “the renaissance of
the soul” in contemporary depth psychology, but what he means by soul is certainly not taken only from the
field of psychology, and has its sources, among others, in philosophy, ancient cosmology, arts, mysticism, and
alchemy. Hillman doesn’t constrict the soul into definitions and contexts; he nurtures our imagination.
Jean Hardy wrote an interesting book, A Psychology with Soul: Psychosynthesis in the Evolutionary Context,
but Assagioli, like Freud, rarely used the term “soul” in his books; you don’t even find it in the index of his
Psychosynthesis: A Collection of Basic Writings. How is this possible—the founder of a “psychology with
soul” doesn’t even mention the word? You may say “Higher Self” is synonymous with soul, and that is also a
sign of the times. Assagioli stated very clearly, in an interview by Stuart Miller (Intellectual Life, August
1973), “the word ’soul‘ is rather unfortunate because it is used in different and contrasting senses. Therefore
I find it better to avoid, as much as possible, using this word (or at least to qualify each instance to bring out
the particular meaning desired). In general, it is more useful to employ, instead, the term "Self," distinguished
by a capital “S.”
Well, Assagioli did write about the soul implicitly in all his work, and explicitly under the pseudonym
“Considerator” in his so-called “esoteric” writings. I know, I am breaking the “wall of silence,” and I hope
nobody gets hurt. It is acknowledged that the roots of psychosynthesis and the sources of Assagioli’s research
go far beyond the field of psychology and psychoanalysis, and include spiritual and esoteric traditions,
theosophy, his Jewish background, Kabbalah, Buddhism, Vedanta, literature and arts. Nowadays, the overall
landscape of psychology has completely changed, and most of us talk and write about the soul in books,
articles, workshops, seminars, conferences, therapy rooms; and the expression “soul” sounds familiar and in a
(Continued on page 38)
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way reassuring—we feel somehow at home. But I am sure each of us has a personal unique relation to the soul
as a living experience that affects our life and work, even if we avoid the word, as Assagioli apparently did in
his psychosynthesis writings.
Tom Yeomans calls his practice “Soul Process Work,” and here in Italy, Alberto Alberti, Massimo Rosselli,
Piero Ferrucci—just to mention some of Assagioli’s outstanding direct students—write and teach openly on
the soul. All our EFPP summer school titles contain the word “soul” within a context, starting from my favored
“The Flesh of the Soul.” While John Firman and Ann Gila wrote Psychosynthesis - A Psychology of the Spirit,
John, in a private conversation in the backyard of his house in Palo Alto, told me that he personally felt
uncomfortable with the word “soul” and preferred “spirit.”
Soul and spirit are both etymologically connected to air, wind, breath; they both blow where they will. The
famous Latin inscription carved above the door of Jung’s house in Küsnacht, “vocatus atque non vocatus Deus
aderit” (called and not called the god will be present) works well also for the soul that is always there, latent,
even if we are not aware, and it will eventually manifest.
Let’s get back to our contexts and make an outline of the topics that we will more deeply explore in our
[conference] subgroup. Under a psychosynthesis perspective, as I envision it, we are totally free to relate to the
soul—religiously, philosophically, psychologically, scientifically—according to our personal approach and
typology, but my focus will be mainly on the living experience; on the basic attitudes in daily life, psychotherapy and counseling.
The following questions, that will be part of the experiential part of our work, concern not only us, but also our
clients and patients and our relationship to them.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

How do we resonate with the word “soul”? What are our fantasies about the soul?
Do we experience the soul as inside, outside or both? Do we feel the soul pulsating in every cell of our
body, or do we imagine it “up there”?
Do we actually perceive a god within, an angel or a daimon, as Socrates did?
Do we feel the soul in nature?
Do things have a soul?
Do we actually experience the soul of the world?
How does the soul manifest in our human and professional relationships and affect them?

We don’t necessarily need to find definitive answers, but only pondering on these questions and topics is
already soul-work. The soul can be the connecting link in our fragmented world. We are currently witness to
amazing expressions of synthesis, such as interdisciplinary studies and interfaith movements. In several areas,
traditional boundaries have been crossed, connecting and integrating different approaches, methods, technologies, perspectives and schools of thought. Psychology has been deeply affected by environmental science:
Joanna Macy, Molly Brown, Bill Plotkin and others emphasize the need of a fundamental shift from an
egocentric “Industrial Growth Society” to a soul-centric “Life-sustaining Society.” Outdoor therapies and
counseling, such as ecotherapy, wilderness and adventure therapy, are seeking to reconnect humans to nature,
to mother earth, and heal them both.
Ancient spiritual traditions were very aware of the interconnectedness of everything, which has been lost in
postmodern, hyper-specialized culture and is now seemingly coming back throughout the world. Marsilio
(Continued on page 39)
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Ficino, the Florentine Renaissance philosopher, in his book Theologia Platonica, calls the soul “copula
mundi”(copula of the world), using a sexually charged metaphor to express its intermediary essence (“essentia
tertia”) and connecting function. In many religious, philosophical and even psychological perspectives, the
soul has been represented as incorporeal, thus often creating a split and a conflict between body and soul,
matter and spirit that has consequentially induced guilt, shame and blame, and a lot of pain.
Psychosynthesis is all about awakening an embodied-soul-consciousness individually and collectively in the
spirit of synthesis—namely to heal the split between inner and outer world, individuals and groups, body and
soul, among contrasting religions and among opposing ideologies. Being-in-the-world as unique, embodied,
soul-infused personalities is a major aspiration in our own personal and transpersonal psychosynthesis. The
soul is ubiquitous, it is everywhere, and its contexts are very promiscuous. We cannot constrict any living
experience into categories and definitions, but if we open ourselves and let the soul in, we’ll perceive its breath,
its pulsating energy within and in the whole world.
In the words of the great Persian 13th-century mystical poet, Rumi:
Soul receives from soul that knowledge,
therefore not by book nor from tongue.
If knowledge of mysteries come after emptiness of mind,
that is illumination of heart.
◙
Dr. Yoav Dattilo is a Psychologist and psychotherapist and past President of SIPT
(Italian Society of Psychosynthesis Psychotherapy). He will be the keynote speaker at the
2015 AAP Conference in Montreal, August 5-9, 2015.

Anne Maiden Brown, PhD, passed away on November 7, 2014.
Anne studied and taught psychosynthesis from the early 1970's in California, and incorporated its principles
and practices into her work as a psychotherapist. In the 1980's, Anne founded the Marina Counseling Center
in San Francisco, where she supervised dozens of counseling interns, and led groups on birth and on holistic
governance.
Anne became fascinated with the Tibetan teachings about birth from
preconception through early childhood, and co-authored The Tibetan Art
of Parenting (Wisdom, 1997) while guiding many prospective parents
through the psychological and spiritual journey of parenting.
Since 1997, Anne lived in the Berkeley-Oakland, CA area, where she
helped raise her beloved grandchild Hannah, and met and married Dick
Brown. Following a head injury in 2009, Anne moved to AgeSong
independent living in Oakland, where she supervised counseling interns
in the Emeryville AgeSong facility as long as she was able.
Her friends and colleagues will remember her beautiful smile, quiet
wisdom, and her Quaker commitment to non-violence.
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Life Expectancy:
Factors That Lead to a Fuller Existence
Shamai Currim, PhD
Life in the fast lane sometimes means missing those things that are so important to us, like smelling the roses,
or giving loving hugs to those who are important in our lives. Life sometimes seems to move so quickly, and
at other times it seems to last forever. While childhood brings with it a feeling of invulnerability, there comes
a time when we begin to not only love and cherish our lives, we also begin to think about our accomplishments
and our “bucket list.” Like a pregnancy that feels like it’s lasting forever, so our lives must also come to a level
of completion. We all know that there comes a time in everyone’s lives that change, taxes, and death are
inevitable. So, how do we make the most of the time we have left—and by the way, how much time is that?
Life expectancy variation over time1
Derived from the Encyclopedia Britannica (1961) and other sources, some with a questionable accuracy, this
chart represents estimates of the life expectancies of the world population as a whole. In many instances, life
expectancy varied considerably according to class and gender.
Life expectancy at birth (takes account of infant mortality but not pre-natal mortality):

Era

Life expectancy at Life expectancy at older age
birth
(years)

Paleolithic

33

Neolithic[12]

20

Bronze Age and Iron
Age[13]

26

Classical Greece[14]

28

Classical Rome[15]

20–30

Pre-Columbian North
America[16]

25–30

Medieval Islamic
Caliphate[17]

35+

Average lifespan of scholars was 59–84.3 years in the Middle East[18][19] and
69–75 in Islamic Spain.[20]

Medieval Britain[21][22]

30

At age 21, life expectancy was an additional 43 years (total age 64).[23]

Early Modern Britain[13]

25–40

Early 20th Century[24][25]

31

2010 world average[26]

67.2

Based on the data from recent hunter-gatherer populations, it is estimated
that at age 15, life expectancy was an additional 39 years (total age 54).[11]

At age 10, life expectancy was an additional 35 to 37 years (total age 45 to
47).
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Factors in longevity
Harvard School of Public Health (HSPH), in collaboration with researchers from the Institute for Health
Metrics and Evaluation at the University of Washington, produced a study that estimates that smoking, high
blood pressure, elevated blood glucose and overweight and obesity currently reduce life expectancy in the U.S.
by 4.9 years in men and 4.1 years in women. It is the first study to look at the effects of those four preventable
risk factors on life expectancy in the United States.2
Studies have also shown that the spiritual well-being in patients who have advanced cancer has been found to
positively correlate with subjective well-being, lower pain levels, hope and positive mood states, high
self-esteem, social competence, purpose in life, and overall quality of life. 3

Why Is Spirituality Important?
Contemplative practices, activities that guide you to direct your attention to an inward-looking reflection or
concentration on a specific sensation or concept, may increase compassion, empathy, and attention, as well as
quiet the mind.
·

Meditation can induce feelings of calm and clear-headedness as well as improve concentration and attention.
Richard Davidson’s brain research4 shows that meditation can increase the brain’s gray matter density, which can
reduce sensitivity to pain, enhance the immune system, help regulate emotions, and relieve stress. Mindfulness
meditation in particular has been proven helpful for people with depression, anxiety, cancer, fibromyalgia, chronic
pain, rheumatoid arthritis, type 2 diabetes, chronic fatigue syndrome, and cardiovascular disease.

·

Prayer elicits the relaxation response, along with feelings of hope, gratitude, and compassion—all of which have
a positive effect on overall well being. There are several types of prayer, many of which are rooted in the belief that
there is a higher power that has some level of influence over your life. This belief can provide a sense of comfort
and support in difficult times. A recent study found that clinically depressed adults who believed their prayers were
heard by a concerned presence responded much better to treatment than those who did not believe.

·

Yoga, a centuries-old spiritual practice, aims to create a sense of union with a higher source through physical
postures, ethical behaviors, and breath expansion. The systematic practice of yoga has been found to reduce
inflammation and stress, decrease depression and anxiety, lower blood pressure, and increase feelings of well-being.

·

Journaling is another, often overlooked, contemplative practice that brings more awareness to the inner life and
connects daily experiences with the world around us. Studies show that writing during difficult times may help find
meaning with life’s challenges, creating more resilience in the face of obstacles.

A spiritual community can improve life. Many spiritual traditions encourage participation in a community.
Spiritual fellowship, such as attending church or a meditation group, can be sources of social support which
may provide a sense of belonging, security, and community. Strong relationships have been proven to increase
well being and bolster life expectancy.
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Spiritual strength can help overcome hardships. The spiritual practice of recognizing the interconnectedness of all life can help buffer the pain that comes with difficult experiences.
Spiritual people make healthier choices. Spiritual tradition and beliefs hold one to a life style that brings
indirect health benefits. Many traditions have rules about treating the body with kindness and avoiding
unhealthy behaviors. People who practice a religion or faith tradition are less likely to smoke or drink, commit
a crime, or become involved in violent activity, and they are more likely to engage in preventative habits.
Spirituality may help you live longer. Comparisons between spirituality and other health interventions found
that people with a strong spiritual life had an 18% reduction in mortality. Most researchers agree there is a
positive relationship between religious and spiritual practices and better health outcomes.
Forgiveness is good medicine. Letting go of blame and negative feelings after a hurtful incident is a practice
that is reflected by a number of spiritual traditions, including Christianity, Islam, Buddhism, and Judaism.
Modern science shows that health benefits of forgiveness are numerous: better immune function, longer life
span, lowered blood pressure, improved cardiovascular health, and fewer feelings of anger or hurt.5
In his article, Psychological Mountain-Climbing, part II, 6 Roberto Assagioli talks about the ascension and
“raising the conscious ‘I’ to higher levels, and with it the area of consciousness, to the point where a zone is
penetrated whose location above the ordinary level of our consciousness normally prevents our knowledge of
its existence.” This "psychological mountain-climbing” begins with the different motives which can stimulate
and prompt us to undertake ascents, be they physical or inner. At first they are egotistical motives, the looking
for supernatural or magic—motives stimulated by pseudo-spiritual expression. This “will to power” is seen as
possibility to escape from the humdrum mundane life. Some people hanker for the unknown while others have
a fascination for adventure. While some people expose themselves to external risks, others take to alcohol and
drugs. A purely spiritual character searches for deeper meaning and, armed with adequate preparation, can
climb the highest peak to find the Self. To withdraw the consciousness into the conscious "I" in the centre of
the field of consciousness one must practice silence, both inner and outer, for the incessant chatter of sub
personalities can keep us from our goal. True meditation, which goes from intellectual reflection to something
deeper and more vital, “a state of perceiving, of consciously realizing, the quality, the meaning, the function,
the value of what is being meditated upon, so that it is felt to be almost living and acting within,” to a final
stage of contemplation “so intimate a state of identification with what is contemplated that all sense of duality
disappears.” This is a state of “perfect calm and inner silence, a "subsisting" in the pure consciousness of being.”
The Masters talk about the potential which is latent in all of us, the spiritual energy that has the power to make
us whole. Meditation is the technique by which we can tap into this latent power. Once touched by this inner
force we undergo a profound transformation and we experience improved health of the body, mind, heart, and
soul. Sant Rajinder Singh Ji Maharaj, in his chapter “Meditation as Medication for the Soul” in his book of the
same name, (Radiance Publishing, Lisle, Illinois, 2013) reminds us that an Eastern tradition, with many
thousands of years of practice, is now being studied by Western doctors, providing proof that, when used in
medical practice, meditation plays a role in preventative medicine.
Conclusion: How long we live and how productive our lives will be can depend on many factors. What we do
with our lives, in the long run, can affect our longevity. Those on a spiritual path have been proven to add
years of productivity and meaning. Those who take a “path of darkness" may, in their wish to hide from reality,
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embark on practices which cut years from their lives, as well as the inherent satisfaction they may achieve by
living our life to its fullest. Climbing the mountain to consciousness can be an exciting adventure which
culminates in a longer, healthier life.

For Further Reading:
1. Richard Davidson’s brain research on meditation:
Davidson, R.J., Kabat-Zinn, J., Schumacher, J., Rosenkranz, M., Muller, D., Santorelli, S.F., Urbanowski, F., Harrington, A., Bonus, K., Sheridan, J.F. (2003). Alterations in brain and immune function
produced by mindfulness meditation. Psychosomatic Medicine; 65(4):564-70.
2. Studies on Prayer by depressed people: Murphy, P.E., Fitchett, G. (2009). Belief in a concerned god
predicts response to treatment for adults with clinical depression. Journal of Clinical Psychology;
65(9):1000-8.
3. Studies on Journaling: Pennebaker, J. W., Chung, C. K. (in press). Expressive writing and its links to
mental and physical health. In H. S. Friedman (Ed.), Oxford handbook of health psychology. New
York, NY: Oxford University Press. Charles, J.P. (2010). Journaling: creating space for "I". Creative
Nursing;16(4):180-4.
4. Source for “People who practice a religion or faith tradition are less likely to smoke or drink, commit
a crime, or become involved in violent activity, and they are more likely to engage in preventative
habits.”McCullough, M.E., Willoughby, B.L. (2009). Religion, self-regulation, and self-control: Associations, explanations, and implications. Psychological Bulletin;135(1):69-93.
5. Source for “Comparisons between spirituality and other health interventions found that people with a
strong spiritual life had an 18% reduction in mortality. Most researchers agree there is a positive relationship between religious and spiritual practices and better health outcomes.”Koenig, L.B., Vaillant,
G.E. (2009). A prospective study of church attendance and health over the lifespan. Health
Psychology;28(1):117-24. Lucchetti, G., Lucchetti, A.L., Koenig, H.G. (2011). Impact of
spirituality/religiosity on mortality: comparison with other health interventions. Explore; 7(4):234-8.
6. Some reference for “The Masters talk about the potential which is latent in all of us, the spiritual energy that has the power to make us whole.” Singh, Rajinder (2011).Meditation as Medication for the
Soul. Radiance Publishing, Lisle, IL
◙
1

This section is derived entirely from Wikipedia, including the table. While some might question our inclusion of material with the phrase “some
of questionable accuracy,” it has been included because some of the sources cited are impeccable, and also because it is the only chart available
that gives us some idea of how the range of life expectancy at birth has changed over time. Follow the hyperlink to the internet article for more
information. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Life_expectancy
2

http://www.hsph.harvard.edu/news/press-releases/four-preventable-risk-factors-reduce-life-expectancy-in-u-s-and-lead-to-health-disparities/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24797156
4 http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2944261/
5 http://www.takingcharge.csh.umn.edu/enhance-your-wellbeing/purpose/spirituality/why-spirituality-important
6 http://www.psykosyntese.dk/a-184/
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I
Rabindranath Tagore
I wonder if I know him
In whose speech is my voice,
In whose movement is my being,
Whose skill is in my lines,
Whose melody is in my songs
In joy and sorrow.
I thought he was chained within me,
Contained by tears and laughter,
Work and play.
I thought he was my very self
Coming to an end with my death.
Why then in a flood of joy do I feel him
In the sight and touch of my beloved?
This 'I' beyond self I found
On the shores of the shining sea.
Therefore I know
This 'I' is not imprisoned within my bounds.
Losing myself, I find him
Beyond the borders of time and space.
Through the Ages
I come to know his Shining Self
In the life of the seeker,
In the voice of the poet.
From the dark clouds pour the rains.
I sit and think:
Bearing so many forms, so many names,
I come down, crossing the threshold
Of countless births and deaths.
The Supreme undivided, complete in himself,
Embracing past and present,
Dwells in Man.
Within Him I shall find myself The 'I' that reaches everywhere.
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In Search of Lost Villages
Alan Steinberg
O, I got a zoo, I got a menagerie, inside my ribs,
under my bony head, under my red-valve heart—
and I got something else: it is a man-child heart, a
woman-child heart: it is a father and mother and
lover: it came from God-Knows-Where: it is going
to God-Knows-Where—For I am the keeper of the
zoo: I say yes and no: I sing and kill and work: I am
a pal of the world: I came from the wilderness.
“Wilderness” by Carl Sandburg
There is a closet I’ve been inching my way out of for a few years now, and perhaps the time has come to throw
caution to the winds and come out full bore. Judgment be damned.
First let me bring you up to speed. Two minutes’ walk from my house is the Putney Central School, which
comes complete with a 176 acre forest. How many public schools do you know of with such a resource? For
years I walked its few trails alone, rarely running into other people. That changed when the intimidating
log-and-slat bridge across Sackett’s Brook was washed away in a hurricane more than 12 years ago. The town
replaced it with dual steel girders that supported an elaborate wooden structure that struck me at first as
massive overkill. They also put a sign with an arrow on the road saying “Central School Forest Trails.” I no
longer had the forest to myself. Now that the forest was safely accessible, parents of children at the school
initiated an after-school forest program. Within months I had been “volunteered” by friends who knew of my
love for the forest and my background as an elementary school teacher. Now you are up to speed.
So it’s a sunny day, a few years later, and I set off from the
parking lot kiosk to take an inventory of needed trail work. I hike
out across the field that leads to the new structure that the
students, without adult input, have named “The Portal Bridge to
The Sacred Forest.” Half way across the field I see a man, much
older than I, coming towards me from the bridge. His white beard
reaches almost to his ankles; his clothes are dirty and torn, almost
shredded, his hands and face caked with dirt.
He asks me what the date is. My answer brings a look of shock
to his face. His story, briefly: He is out walking, he trips and falls
down a steep slope, banging his head. He awakes to pitch blackPortal Bridge to the Sacred Forest
ness—he is blind, unable to tell day from night. He crawls around
for an indeterminate time, gradually focusing on his other senses,
particularly touch and hearing. He begins to hear what sounds like a high pitched conversation happening
quietly, some distance away. Unable to make out what is being said, he crawls toward the sound. After an
arduous crawl, through puddles, over fallen logs, he senses something in the proximity, and reaches out his
hand to see if he can feel the body from which the sound originates. His hand comes back with a handful of
what once was tree and now is almost soil. He realizes he is sitting in front of an old tree stump. He begins to
hear multiple voices from the stump. His hearing acuity sharpens. He hears more voices—on his left, on his
(Continued on page 46)
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right, behind, ahead. He is hungry now. He crawls towards the sources, the voices growing louder as he
approaches each one. Syntax becomes apparent. Each time he reaches out his hand in greeting it comes
back with moss-covered, decaying wood. His hunger grows painful. Choosing one stump, he sits for a long
time. He is able to pick out a word or two—and the conversation begins. As he begins to learn the language,
he forgets about his hunger. By the time he achieves fluency, his hunger has been long forgotten. Now he feels
his sight gradually returning. Taking in the landscape that has become his world, he perceives himself to be
surrounded by villages whose inhabitants, despite his new communication skills, remain invisible. But filled
now with a sharp vision of new life purpose, he arises for the first time in ages, returning to the realm of the
two-leggeds. Making his way stiffly across the Portal Bridge, the first human he runs into is—guess who?
From the details we share he estimates he’s been “lost” for over five years.
There you have it. I’m sure you can see why I’ve been so hesitant to share this story with the world. Not
anxious to be taken for a gullible old fool or a liar, I’ve kept my mouth shut—except that I have shared it with
a few trusted friends, and the 2nd- through 6th graders who take part in the after-school program. Some of
them, particularly the older ones, already successfully acculturated, have questioned the truthfulness of the
story—same as you. But most of them have been sufficiently entranced to volunteer to help search for lost
villages.
We go out to the woods, sit quietly and meditate. Many of them are already familiar with the concept of
meditation, are in fact better at it than I. They learn languages faster as well. Together we have concluded that
these invisible, body-less energy beings come here from another planet. They have come in hopes of once
again being able to take bodily form. They’ve chosen this planet because it has, in abundance, the one material,
exhausted back home, that serves as a catalyst for the formation of life. That material, with which I’d spent
25-plus years earning a living, was clay.
So these days we carry clay with us into the forest. Each student finds a village to sit by and to listen. When
they’re ready, the clay comes out, and beings are born, with students as midwives. I bring a journal. If any
beings wish to speak, the students interpret for me, and I serve as scribe. We never know what these beings
might say—sometimes they choose silence—and we have learned to ask specific questions, like, “Who are
you?” or “What happened on your home planet?” or “What advice do you have for us?” The sculptures get
fired in my kiln and we repatriate them, now weather resistant, back to their villages, where unsuspecting dog
walkers, those willing to step off the trails, occasionally stumble upon them.
There have been times when I have questioned my commitment to this program. I’m greeted by a rag-tag
group of 2nd through 6th graders, bursting with pent up energy, who spring from the building as if shot from a
cannon, overstimulated in the thinking sector of their consciousness. They run ahead of the handful of aged
retirees, the supposed “leaders” of this crew, along with me—aging, but hardly retired. “Surely,” a subpersonality of mine declares, “surely, there are better things I could be doing with my experience and training.”
But little by little, a voice, rooted in experience and observation, has recognized that this time in the woods
expresses the spirit of Psychosynthesis just as surely as the Expressive Art/Eco-Psychosynthesis workshops I
facilitate with adults, and the one-on-one counseling sessions I offer in an office with its small windows
looking out through a thick plate of glass at the river and mountain beyond.
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At some point it dawned on me that the story motivating these
children incorporated all the landmarks of the archetypal “Hero’s
Journey,” as described by Carl Jung and Joseph Campbell. We
separate from our tribe of origin as we head away from the school,
we wander through unknown worlds as manifested in our trek along
the bottomlands of Haefash Creek, named thus by the students so as
to be the only place in the world by that name. We encounter allies,
wise beings from another galaxy, and sometimes, horrific sub-personalities. We find meaning and purpose embedded in the messages
received from these beings, all of whom occupy pre-personal,
personal, or transpersonal space as represented by the Psychosynthesis Egg Diagram. Psychosynthesis is an integral part of what
these children work with during our two hour encounters, whether
the word “psychosynthesis” is mentioned or not. I certainly never
mention it. It doesn’t matter.
What does matter is that children have experiences that incorporate
a greater range of conscious experience than a school classroom
traditionally provides. Out in the woods they roam the depths of
their imaginations, experiencing sensations and emotions, exercising intuition and impulse-desire, those “other” parts of consciousness described in the Star Diagram.
What does matter is that they get to roam around in magical,
mystical transpersonal realms—of lost villages and wise beings and
the pre-personal world of six headed man-eating monsters, while
getting wet and muddy.

Haefash Creek (photo courtesy of
On the Go Photography)

Some of them start out looking for the biggest stick they can find so they can whack something—anything.
They return having dictated wise advice from wise beings sporting twenty arms, legs, wings, and heads,
who—despite their lack of similarity to the wise beings emerging in guided journeys at my office, who mostly
resemble the likes of Jesus and Buddha—offer wisdom that just might contribute to saving our planet. David
Sobel, professor of education at Antioch, N.E., put it perfectly when he wrote “Climbing trees, playing in trees,
precedes saving trees.”
For me the transitional epiphany occurred one afternoon, returning to the parking lot, when one fifth-grade
girl—with her reputation for being “difficult” amongst teachers, program leaders and other children—came up
behind me, took my hand, and began to tell me about the trials and tribulations of her family life: stories of
dual households, stepparent challenges, emotionally abusive siblings—the usual material that leaks its way to
the surface over many in-office sessions. It was our shared activity in the woods, with my knees just as muddy
as hers, that created the atmosphere of trust that broke the ice.
So now I’m out of the closet, or, over-turned tree root, as the case may be. Now that you know my story, you
have a choice. You can turn me in, making sure I take medicine prescribed to bring me back to sanity, or—and
I say “or” even though there are always more than two choices—or you can grab some clay, and head out
yourself.
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I hope you choose the latter. Take some children along. Be sure to include that one, perhaps underappreciated,
child that lives inside you. Immerse yourself in that mythic world of the hero's journey, not just with your head,
but with your heart, hands and muddy feet. That child, as much as any other, matters too.
And may the clay be with you.◙
Alan Steinberg, a ceramic artist and teacher for more than 45 years, helped found the Brattleboro
Clayworks and has studied with many well-known artists in the field. A practitioner of yoga and Buddhist
meditation, Steinberg leads workshops that synthesize the use of art, psychosynthesis and ecopsychology. He
maintains a practice as a psychosynthesis guide in Brattleboro, VT.
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