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I was thrilled when my beloved teacher, Danielle Massi, invited me to write some opening words for her book about shadow work. I have been a clinical psychologist in private practice for twenty years, and nothing has impacted me more deeply than working with her to connect to my shadow. (Coincidentally, Danielle and I had offices in the same downtown Philadelphia building for years prior to the COVID-19 pandemic but had never met.) In my decade of graduate work, and in my time working in hospitals, college counseling centers, and residential treatment centers, I have studied everything from neuroscience to cognitive-behavioral theory to positive psychology to psychoanalysis. In addition, I’ve been in therapy off and on since my early twenties, including an analysis, multiple times a week, for twelve years. I’ve also taken antidepressants during a family health crisis and the early child-rearing years. I’ve meditated, done yoga, had acupressure/acupuncture/energy healing, pursued years of psychic training and intuition building, studied my astrology and human design charts, done EFT/tapping and neuro-emotional technique, and even trained as a Reiki master. I have been tireless in my pursuit of healing, and each step has brought me more information, more personal insight, and definitely more relief.

However, while psychoanalysis and these other healing modalities worked with the edges of my pain, as well as the behaviors I had developed to cope with my pain, it was my introduction to shadow work that allowed me to get to the core of my issues. One of the most difficult points of my healing has been a disturbing relationship with my mother. While there are plenty of adult interactions that I remember, much of the psychological, spiritual, and emotional abuse happened at such a young age that it’s effectively suppressed and tucked away. In fact, I did not consciously detect any difficulties in this relationship until I moved across the country at age twenty-four. At that point, it slowly started to dawn on me each time I visited home, that she wasn’t in fact my best friend, and that she was struggling with serious mental illness. I spent many years in my twenties and thirties in therapy, trying to untangle this relationship, reading our email exchanges to my therapist to help me dissect them and strategize ways to protect myself more effectively. (In fairness to my younger self, my teen years had been about my father coming out of the closet, and the impact that had on him, his job, and our family, as we were entrenched in an evangelical religion in the buckle of the Bible belt.)

Each time I moved forward in my life—getting married, moving away to graduate school, completing my PhD, getting married again, having babies—my mother decompensated and became strangely aggressive. However, when I got divorced during graduate school, she became momentarily sane and helpful, somehow visiting Philadelphia to help me pack my young husband’s things, as he had already taken what he could and had driven back to the Midwest. At the same time, she took the opportunity to remark on my apparent hubris, how at the age of twenty-four, I thought I could marry my college sweetheart AND go to graduate school on the East Coast. She reminded me of the sheer greediness of it all . . . that I had wanted BOTH.

Through the years, I’ve had support in setting boundaries with my mother, as many others have witnessed her behavior, borne partly out of her own trauma history. But it’s been hard to explain my fear of her—my sense that I was dealing with more than just narcissism or a borderline personality. I have made the heart-wrenching decision not to communicate with her for almost a decade now, except for two visits home when she had a brief psychotic break and could no longer live alone. During one of our sessions, my analyst shared that he’d had a nightmare the week before, in which he woke with a start and sat up in complete terror. At that moment, I came to his mind and he thought, this is exactly how terrified Allison is of her mother. This is what she’s been trying to tell me. The closest I had gotten to explaining the spiritual darkness in my childhood was in the screams of the Echthroi, or demonic monsters, in Madeleine L’Engle’s books, which I had read ravenously as a very young child. While I didn’t fully understand why, those stories of love casting out evil were enlightening and soothing for my young psyche.

For me, many of the answers about this darkness have been found in shadow work with Danielle Massi. Deep in meditation, thus accessing my unconscious, I have been shown exactly what has transpired between my mother and me, during this lifetime and across many lifetimes. During these powerful sessions, I was able to safely observe and reexperience the trauma, changing my body’s relationship to it as well as distancing myself from it and healing from its impacts. While there have been layers of trauma and shadow to examine and peel back (I’ve been doing this work for over a year now), the work on this theme has been the most powerful in terms of my healing. It has begun to have far-reaching impacts such as setting boundaries with less anxiety and guilt, ending or redefining codependent relationships, guarding my energy carefully, and engaging more deeply in seeking pleasure and joy. For me, it’s been a game changer.

Danielle Massi is a powerhouse of a teacher, holding space in person, or on the page, in an incredibly grounded yet electrified way. She has the profound ability to take you right to your learning edge, right to where you need to be. A recent photograph depicts her dressed in a long gown, in the middle of the woods at dusk, holding a lantern above her head to guide the way for others. This represents her energy perfectly. Danielle is the quintessential way-shower, a guide into the dark and then back out again, defying her chronological age and holding a wealth of experience that indicates that she’s done this work for lifetimes. As the saying goes, “This is not her first rodeo.”

Danielle Massi is someone who decided that her cancer diagnosis, treatment, and the depression that followed were her breaking point, her personal rock bottom, and her reason to swim even a little deeper to find out what was there—what was stuck in her body and her psyche, in her unconscious tales about herself. She might not tell you this, but this process took immense grit, courage, persistence, and bravery. She had to believe in herself and her process even before it was completely developed. What Danielle has done for us here is to lay out a map or a template for the journey. There’s something in here for everyone—the mystic, the scientist, the poet, and the student. So, dear reader, grab your journal, a candle, and a cup of tea or cacao. Pull up a chair and get comfy, ’cause you’re gonna want to stay for a while. Happy shadow-seeking!

Allison Dru Chabot, PhD

Media, Pennsylvania
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