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INTRODUCTION

Shadow work has been around for the longest time. It is the very essence of the religious impulse, where traditionally we have sought a balance between the light and dark. Remember Lucifer, who at one time was the brightest of the angels? His fall is the temptation we all meet. We are continually called upon to be morally aware lest we come under the influence of the dark side.

I was recently reminded of the perennial nature of shadow work by an audience member in Minneapolis, who stood up following a talk I had just given on the shadow, and asked, “Aren't you just pouring old wine into new bottles?”

“Well, yes,” I said, somewhat surprised that he had made this connection. “The dark side has been a part of all of our religious traditions. But we are always in need of new containers and new language that is contemporaneous with the human predicament. Yes, that's right,” I repeated, “shadow work is old wine.”

This questioner reminded me of the many clients who have confronted shadow in my consulting room over the years. Each generation needs new ways to speak of the phenomenon of

shadow, both the positive and negative shadow. Dark doesn't mean only negative, it refers to something that is out of the light of our conscious awareness. The initial phase of therapeutic counsel is a confessional, and much like the venerable Catholic institution of confession, we hear of failure and misdeeds, of how someone has arrived at a sorry circumstance, or has not been able to realize his or her positive potential. We are challenged to give reality and meaning to what may be working through a client, to help them become more aware of the denied parts of themselves. The greatest sin may be the unlived life.

In that spontaneous moment in Minnesota I was also reminded of what the eminent Swiss psychologist C. G. Jung wrote in his 1937 book, Psychology and Religion, that “to gain an understanding of religious matters, probably all that is left us today is the psychological approach. That is why I take these thought-forms that have become historically fixed, try to melt them down again, and pour them into molds of immediate experience.”

The concept of the shadow is such a mold. It is a way to symbolize in language the unowned side of personality and give it reality, a means to get hold of and talk about our unknown parts. Shadow refers to that portion of us that is constantly shifting and changing in the light of our ego consciousness, those aspects of self that we fail to bring fully to responsible awareness. As individuals and as members of a specific culture, we are continually selecting and editing experience, creating an ego-based ideal of self and world. The more we seek the light, the denser the Shadow becomes.

We know the shadow by many names: dark side, alter ego, lower self, the other, the double, the dark twin, disowned self, repressed self, id. We speak of meeting our demons, wrestling with

the devil (the devil made me do it), a descent to the underworld, a dark night of the soul, a midlife crisis.

Shadow begins with the earliest emancipation of an “I” from the great unity consciousness from which we all have come. Shadow-making runs parallel to ego development. What doesn't fit our developing ego-ideal—our idealized sense of self, individual-istically reinforced by family and culture—becomes shadow. Poet and author Robert Bly calls the shadow the “long bag we drag behind us.” “We spend our life until we're twenty deciding what parts of ourselves to put in the bag,” Bly says, “and we spend the rest of our lives trying to get them out again.”

“Would you rather be whole or good?” asked Jung, the person who coined the poetic term shadow and molded the concept for our era. Jung paid special attention to the work of integrating the shadow, suggesting that it was an initiation to psychological life—the apprentice-piece, he called it—an essential awareness for our self-realization. “Realization of the shadow is an eminently practical problem,” he said, “which should not be twisted into an intellectual activity, for it has far more the meaning of a suffering and a passion that implicate the whole person.”

Shadow work, as Debbie Ford so clearly describes it in this book, refers to an ongoing process of depolarizing and balancing, of healing the split between our conscious sense of self and all else we are or might be. Like the practice called the “Middle Way” in Buddhism, shadow integration gives us a unifying awareness that allows us to reduce the shadow's inhibiting or destructive potentials, releasing trapped life energies that may be caught in the pretenses and posturing required to conceal what we can't accept about ourselves. This work has benefits that reach far beyond the personal and can work for the greatest collective good. If we are

balancing the tensions that arise in our own garden, those effects will move out into all the fields of the earth.

We should not take for granted a book about shadow. It is a hard-won gift, a treasure lore wrested from the gods, often at great heroic sacrifice. A book about the shadow is not just for our minds, but is best understood by our hearts and our imaginations.

The Dark Side of the Light Chasers is old wine in new bottles. It has retained the satisfying taste and bouquet. The package is contemporary, a shadow integration process suitable for our times. We should take Debbie Ford's advice and, here at the outset, sacrilize our own shadow work as an offering to the highest in us: to love, to compassion, to the heart's task. As the wise spirit of the I Ching, or Book of Changes, reminds us:

It is only when we have the courage
to face things exactly as they are,
without any self-deception or illusion,
that a light will develop out of events,
by which the path to success
may be recognized.

I Ching,
Hexagram 5, Hsü,
Waiting (Nourishment)

Jeremiah Abrams
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