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At some point we can no longer hide it. The emotional stuff that was buried long ago suddenly explodes into our experience. The process is usually initiated by some external event in our life. Falling in love, severe crisis, loss of relationship, health or financial security leads to questioning the very foundations of our life. There are some distinct stages of this process even though often not so clearly sequential or orderly. 

The first stage is usually a discovery that what we thought was true is no longer valid. Circumstances present some kind of a paradox that we have no way of integrating into our existing worldview. Suddenly who we were is no longer who we find ourselves to be now. We stop recognizing our reactions and ourselves. The loss – and it usually is some kind of a loss – brings us to a halt. We stop in our tracks, the ones that served us so well for so many years in our life, and we begin to question. This is the time when our sense of who we are needs to be discarded in order that the next stage may reveal itself. Ego must separate from its old identity and yet somehow continue its executive function. Like the first day of school, we leave the home we knew behind. We find ourselves in a situation that we would have never suspected. Suddenly we are drawn into the unknown, out of character, beyond previous boundaries, feeling lost, open, vulnerable and helpless.

Crisis is the entry ticket into this journey. With the exception of very few, the price of admission is very expensive. The ego, our conscious image of ourselves, is forced to let go of attachment to our old idea of self. The ego must let go of its most cherished sources of security as it is pushed into the unknown territory of the subconscious – that domain of our psyche that lies unseen in the depths. 

Like in the movie Cast Away the hero must let go of Wilson, his illusory security, in order to continue on his ocean journey to freedom. However, the process of letting go is not an easy one and we continuously return trying to recapture the old, yearning for old security. No matter that it doesn’t work. No matter that all our efforts end up foiled. Relentlessly we come back to what seemed to give us stability and security in an effort to return to the previous experience.

It is only by accepting the irrefutable evidence that the old paradigm is dead that we can begin to move forward. The defensive structures of our old ego try to prevent our entrance into the new realm of the repressed content of our mind and prevent our confrontation with the subconscious. Only a full breakdown of old defensive structures can destroy the demons, the gatekeepers forbidding us to enter into the land of the Unknown. 

Crisis, the clear defeat of what worked till now, becomes the evidence of the activity of the Catalyst reworking our experience into a new reality. We are invited on this journey into a new world not of our own volition but by being “chosen.” Crisis – Christ-Is – is the Presence initiating us into transformation.

During this time we discover in a painful way our own vulnerability. We discover the tenuous existence of the ego. We begin to face the finality of everything we know. 

Soon death and defeat appear absolute and final. At this stage we must allow ourselves to pause for a while. We must fully digest this newfound insight. We must let our ego recognize its finiteness, its beginning and end and the insubstantial fabric of which it is made. We lose the hero that all along we thought ourselves to be. The script we had been writing about who we are and what our life is begins to collapse. We see that we are also exactly opposite to who we thought we were. We are also that which we have all along condemned. The despicable qualities of others we never accepted, the parental traits we swore to avoid forever – these are now discovered as not only possibilities of who we are but the shocking reality of what we became. 

Full stop is necessary at this stage so that we can integrate the dark, shadowy content of our psyche bubbling to the surface now. Neglecting to give it the necessary attention and running away from the painful discovery of our ugly truth poses a risk of covering up and postponing the inevitable movement forward. 

Losing the heroic image of who we are leads to the destruction of our ego’s defenses. It is so painful and so difficult that we often would rather choose any other option. It is not unusual to desire death as relief from this pain. I have many times longed for a total annihilation and preferred that to continuation of this painful experience.

Yet the ego needs to accept the emptiness that it is. It needs to find it’s corpse and bury it once and for all. It needs to recognize itself as the source of pain and agree to its death or at least to its final and utter deflation. Full separation of identity from ego must take place. 

While ego as a functional structure will continue to exist, the sense of who I am must stand apart from that structure. This process has been nothing short of terrifying for me. There are others whom I’ve met who have had a similar experience. I do not know if this terror happens to everybody or if others are spared such pain.

It is also at this stage that we go through many vacillations. We will often take two steps forward and one step back. We will often go back and forth holding on to the previous life and imagine we can have it back even if it’s long outlived its usefulness. The old identity is being revived but it is always a corpse. It has no life. Over and over we find it is an empty carcass devoid of life and once again we submerge in the alchemical process in the darkness, amidst confusion and pain.

The ego refuses to face the loss and bury the past. The next stage of the journey is entering an oceanic experience without any ground to stand on. It is like floating in the unknown abyss, flooded by emotions and impulses resurfacing from the subconscious that are strange and dangerous. This is a new territory, hard to recognize, hard to navigate, impossible to stabilize. Emotions toss us mercilessly, thoughts appear, impulses overwhelm. We are moved by the waves of psychic energy, both personal conditioning and universal archetypes. The forces unleashed are formidable and we barely have the capacity to keep ourselves afloat. Underneath there are sharks or other unknown creatures just waiting to make us their meal.

The denial defending the illusion that nothing has happened and the desire to re-establish the old order is a real strong temptation here. Facing the finality of death of the old self and recognizing that loss is irrevocable is what helps to cross this region.

In this underworld of loss and death we are blocked from discovering the inevitability of it all by our ego’s defense mechanisms “defending” us from accepting this frightening reality. 

At the same time we are given an unlikely help – figures formed by the unconscious representing a less threatening opening into the underworld. These figures help us to slip unnoticed past our ego’s defenses, as if disguised. They are our allies and they appear as most unusual forms. They lead us into the subliminal world and bring to light something hidden and buried. They can be anything and their unexpected form helps them in fulfilling their function: a pet, a picture, a smell hinting of an experience, a reflection in a puddle. They open up the hidden dimension of the subconscious and for a moment invite us into the underworld. There are times when these “visitations” can become overly intrusive.

The unexpected character of our transformation comes out in statements like, “I did not choose it; it just happened,” “I did not want to fall in love; I did not ask for it,” “I never thought this would come upon me.” Whether swept away by falling in love or by a disease, the powerful, enchanting force that takes over leads us away from the known and into the underworld of hitherto unrecognized images and forces.

The process of decent into hell has at that point started and we often recognize it too late to turn back. Here like in Hesse’s Steppenwolf  “the price of admission is your mind.” The conscious mind is no longer in control. This is a new country. The forces that reign here are powerful and unknown. 

At the heart of this journey is nothing other than unfathomable loss of what seemed true and valuable before. The stakes have never been higher.

At the entrance to the subconscious realm there are powerful gatekeepers and they can delay our entry indefinitely. We may show up at the gate numerous times only to be intimidated by the frightening prospects of confronting these forces. They are fierce! The frightening, bloody, monstrous images on some of the Tibetan mandalas picture this stage of the journey. We may easily turn back frightened or deluded by the defenses of the old order. Fear of the unknown, fear of death, our grief over the impending loss – all formidable defenses!

Seeing finally the death of our old ways, the corpse of who we now appear to be and recognizing that who we thought we were, our old persona, can no longer be put together, much like a broken egg, ushers us into the second stage of an undifferentiated ocean of the subconscious. 

This realm is even more frightening than the one before, for it demands total vulnerability and surrender. It’s as if the ground has been swept away from under our feet and there is no longer anything to stand on. We long to get some direction and orientation in this confusing landscape. In order to slip past the rigid defenses of the controlling mind we may start paying attention to the seemingly accidental coincidences that pop up in our daily life, or turn for help to I Ching, or fortune tellers. Each of those experiences becomes a potential doorway into the realm of the subconscious revealing realities of the hidden underworld.

With some coaxing the ego becomes sufficiently flexible as to allow us to enter into these enchanted areas and maintain some kind of sense of continuity. Yet the temptation to surrender to the flood of the subconscious content and essentially enter psychosis has beckoned me many times. This would signify getting off and regressing to infancy. Yet the ego function has survived enough to continue onward. 

As old mental concepts are relinquished and we recognize a greater reality in the finality and even futility of it all, as death becomes the overwhelmingly convincing reality, as depression sets in and the lost “dream” along with an obsessive realization that life and its meaning evaporate in front of our eyes – we observe the collapse of the fantasy for a better life. Life is no longer promising to become “better, better and better”. Life is now seen with its limits, its imperfections, and its death. The early childhood fantasy of “you can be anything you want” is now dead and in its place is the growing certainty that we will never reach what we ideally fantasized at the beginning.

Realizing the death of a dream and its subsequent mourning is experienced as depression and is a necessary part of the journey, it seems. Denying the new revelation and trying to escape death through sedation and repression of the subconscious psychic contents that is now exploding into awareness is only prolonging the intermediate stage of the journey – the purgatory. This will often take place by turning to adolescent-like interests, struggling to remain an eternal boy through the acquisition of toys, love affairs or personal feats of accomplishment.  It postpones the recognition of death and its subsequent process of alchemical transformation.

This passage from identifying with the past roles and images into realization that they are forever and irrevocably gone is associated with fear and with an unbearable sense of grief for the lost and the gone forever.

As we move further into the realms beyond the known, what we thought ourselves to be is no longer a viable option. We begin to float in an undifferentiated, womb-like experience. We no longer have the ability to exert will. Even if we try and strain to control our experience it amounts to nothing more than a shadow of an old, powerless ghost. What has been, what we have been, and what life meant until now is left behind. The hopes and expectations of the future as well as the memories of the past seem like empty images no longer animated by life. We are in limbo without hope.

This process can take a long time. We are at sea without any horizon in sight. The land we left behind no longer serves as a reference point for navigation and there is no inkling of what lies ahead.

There is now a break in psychological continuity. People may comment we are no longer “the same person.” Consciously we no longer have a grasp on what we are nor what we are capable of. What was solid before seems now uncertain and distant and removed. Whether we are experiencing it as anxiety or as an unfathomable sadness – it is a shedding of the old skin, the one we had all our life till now.

Grief, despair, depression – this is the realm we find ourselves in. It is the calling card of the underworld, the hidden dimension of our psyche that had been repressed along our journey since childhood. 

Recognizing our old sense of self as an external “object” of thought and not our identity helps to move past this stage. Separating from the corpse, the physical-emotional-mental-environmental idea we took ourselves to be, helps to move us past this darkest of stages of the journey. 

The doorway to the subconscious realm is the entrance to “the dark night of the soul.” The God of Despair is the gatekeeper and all who enter are not the same on the other side. 

The darkness we enter is both a death and a womb. It represents the end of the known and the incubation of the new. This mystery takes place out of sight in the darkness unperceived by a conscious eye. This is when the term “grace” takes on deeper significance, for nothing of the known and the visible world is capable of helping us now.

As if in a sensory depravation chamber or in a womb, the mind is disconnected from its history. Whatever images appear, they are as empty images, flat and without life. This is the time of sinking into the depths of stillness but it is punctuated by moments of despair – sometimes grief so deep that it takes all breath away. Sometimes, though, that stillness reflects unbounded peace. Most of the time there is nothing. 

The mysterious subconscious will sometimes appear to our conscious mind as a pet or a child, as some fleeting image or a haunting glimmer of memory. This fleeting experience can awaken a depth which for the moment reaches the beyond. 

At this time we feel like “wandering in the desert” or “lost at sea” graced in the timeless moment. This passage is one way. There is no return. Its finality is the fuel and also the obstacle for the journey. 

The unconscious psychological content is the same that once created images of gods. We are still as much as ever possessed by archetypal forces only now they are called something different: not gods, not demons but obsessions, phobias, dissociations. These continue to affect our experience of life as much as ever in different forms. We call them diseases now. 

These archetypes are psychic forces that need to be acknowledged and cannot be ignored. They contain the key to our happiness and our health. Neglected and repressed psychic forces find their expression in possessing us. They are the gods driving us to some undefined destinations and compelling us to act in ways we cannot rationally understand. We then find ourselves acting “out of character” in ways that are incongruous with the image we’ve held of ourselves. 

Since at this point we are dealing with “gods”, the archetypal forces hidden in the underworld of our psyche, so the healing requires establishing a healthy relationship with those forces. Without making peace with them we find ourselves possessed by them. Without giving them their due, we become enslaved to their demands. It is no longer possible to cut them off and deny them entrance into this stage of our life. They will erupt, for their root is far deeper than our personal willpower. They are like the raw force of a hurricane, which will not stop just by the force of will. They are really the hidden divine that has been repressed and now erupts as an Agent of Integration. 

The universality of these forces makes it necessary to have religious commandments against them: against stealing, against adultery, against disrespecting the sacred. These commandments do not control psychic forces. They make them intelligible and in fact they set them in motion on the level of our daily experience. They strengthen the egoic tensions, which eventually lead us to their resolution and to realization of oneness. 

The repressed shadow returns to us in the process of integration. That which was condemned is now resurrected so as to join the living. Nay, so as to give life to that which appeared as life but has really been lifeless. We become fascinated with poetry and beauty and romantic love in a way that has been neglected for years. The experience of feeling young and of renewed enthusiasm is hard to deny. The old egoic structures seem worn out and the new energy entering our experience is powerful. Being bad is now good even if it is bad and engenders guilt. The old image of who we are is exposed as phony. The new energy arising out of the old rejected pieces of our personality is now animated with a power of archetypal gods. They beckon us and demand recognition, appreciation and obedience. 

Now our desire is burning and it will not be denied. What was buried is alive and what seemed alive appears dead. Desire bursts forth not as an immature afterthought but as a direct expression of the depth of our psyche, the force of life that makes all things be. And yes, sometimes it comes forth as acting out which to the old order seems immature, and yet carries so much energy of renewal and promise. The passage to the underworld busts out open and there is no going back. The egg cannot be put together again.

This archetypal energy, its very presence in the proximity of our consciousness, leads to upheaval and transformation. It is often awakened by an external event and may for a long time be so camouflaged so as to point the blame to the event itself. The “other woman” is blamed for the husband’s affair. Or his regressive, immature behavior is seen as a “mistake” and a transgression. While certainly within the normal social bounds it must be seen as that, yet the underlying reality of what is taking place is often misunderstood. In the stirring of these forces of dissolution, transformation and integration, the God of healing, of making whole is often not recognized. 

Some of the despair can be eased if the source of this transformative process can be acknowledged as an inner alchemical process rather than simply a silly whim.

The experience of being pulled apart while facing our subconscious along with its attendant suffering is so universal, even if misunderstood, that it is much more than an aberration of nature. It appears as a necessary stage of life’s journey into integration.

Facing the death of our old concepts of self is like coming to a dead end. Every direction seems impossible. Going backward is like choosing death and going forward we run into the Gatekeepers: Fear, Anger and Sorrow. With anxious uncertainty we are often stuck at the crossroads, torn and unable to move for long periods of time, even years. Stuck in time we are compulsively going over and over the same mental landscape in the hope of finding an answer. We resist the realization that the old answers are gone but the new ones have not yet arrived.

One of the universal desires that surfaces frequently at this time is the longing for a complete intimacy with a soul-mate: a desire to be whole, to not be alone in this world, to have a comprehensive psychological and physical intimacy with another. In a man this craving for “the woman of my dreams,” for finding the external manifestation of my inner woman can become so strong as to overshadow all other considerations. 

It is finding this woman, now as a flesh and blood representative of the inner blueprint that we have been encoded with, that is at the root this quest. It consumes other impulses, outshines other desires and now becomes the compass for the journey. Prior years of drifting or coasting in the fulfillment of daily chores are now replaced by the enthusiastic search for the “love of my life,” for that which will make me complete and fulfilled, which will allow me to be a man in my harmonious kingdom.

While this new-found vitality enlivens and motivates in ways previously thought impossible, it is also a diminishing of consciousness, a narrowing down of the field of focus on the external and a very personal rather than universal perspective. The same thoughts cross our mind over and over again. An answer today does not seem like an answer tomorrow and tomorrow’s answer is again no solution for today. There are circular regressions and labyrinths we move through. This is all a part of the underworld leading us into the depth far past the rational, conventional or what would be considered “normal.” We are slowly sinking into the depth of the subconscious. 

We often experience extremes of exhaustion and depression here. We are not getting anywhere. We get no rest. We are not soothed by the embrace of the woman’s love. We have no idea if it will ever end. We have a need for intimacy in order to re-establish the connection with our source. We want to get free of the restricted sense of ourselves. Death and maternal love are sometimes hard to distinguish and we may find ourselves being drawn to oblivion and to “end it all.” We want to merge into oneness in a perfect intimacy, fuse self into being. Woman is the carrier of this projection, the vehicle for the ultimate realization of oneness. This sexual “other” that reflects back the perfection of our inner blueprint becomes the secret doorway into Completeness. Re-entering the womb we enter death but this time after having our life lived fully and being fully at peace.

Yet this journey does not happen so easily. We are in danger of regression through seeking mere pleasure and retracing our development to pre-adult stages. Woman possesses a power over us. If we are unconscious it becomes a power of seduction that puts us to sleep. Sex and seduction are used universally as a means of putting us to sleep so that we can get hypnotized and obey the manipulator. Products ranging from cosmetics to cars, from luggage to cereal are peddled through the use of the power of seduction. Subjected to the power of this immortal lure we are helpless unless we remain conscious and resist this sedative and consciousness constricting power. 

This process often takes years and embarking on the journey does not guarantee its completion. In fact, in a majority of cases rebirth and integration do not take place. The journey becomes aborted and becomes deflected initially by fear and later by disease. Instead of connecting to the ground of our being we end up buried in the rubble. Instead of light we are swallowed by darkness.

Confrontation with the woman of our dreams is the most dangerous and the most powerful experience a man can have. It is often reserved for later on in life as we are not equipped to handle it in earlier stages. In teenage years romantic love is true and powerful but it is not as unsettling and as life transforming as experiencing it at midlife. At that time it is an overwhelming power and influence capable of regenerating or killing our psyche. This power of the feminine is the power of Maya. It is both the illusion that obstructs the truth and the creative power that brings the universe into existence. Confronting the outer woman we are coming face to face with the inner source of creation and destruction. That which gives us life is the same that brings death. Love is a woman. Death is a woman. The womb of creation and the eternal peace or dissolution are one and the same.

Facing the inner woman most often takes place through the agency of an outer woman who serves as a container for this energy and reflects it back to us. Her voice of enchantment is the call for transformation, for love and for death. It is our confrontation with the unconscious. It opens up a new world and it brings the world we know to a close. It is a promise of the deepest imaginable healing and the enchantment that casts a spell leading us into destruction. 

Often we find ourselves under the paradoxical spell of being hopelessly attracted and unsettlingly fearful of proceeding forward. Is the voice of the woman luring us away from truth or is it the fulfillment of our desire? Can we trust it? Will she abandon us when we are most vulnerable? Will we be thrown back onto the helpless dependence and unfulfilled needs of our desires? Some of it may appear as paranoid thinking. Some may in fact be insurance against foolish action. Only our inner being can give us the answer.

Fear can keep us stuck. Greed, fearing to lose what we have even if in truth we no longer have it, and fearing that we won’t get what was promised, prevents us from moving onward. Wanting too much we may end up with nothing. This is descent into Hell. There is nowhere to turn and no help from anywhere. 

Is it possible to avoid this encounter altogether? It seems that once the process starts it cannot be contained. The egg is cracked, the bottle is broken. But some of us attempt to abort this midlife transition, this encounter with the Unconscious.  We move toward restoring the old persona, resurrect the old images of ourselves perhaps only slightly modified, and try to return to the old structures. This arrests the further process of integration and all the unacknowledged parts of ourselves are in effect amputated. We live as invalids; invalidated by our own retreat. 

Death awaits us at either end. Retreating leads to forgetfulness. Moving forward leads to awakening.

The experience of intimacy with the woman at midlife represents a reckoning with our mortality and discovering the eternal. Not giving in to seduction and at the same time not resisting her call – we are enlivened. We wake to the call of her love.  The paradox of faith, trust and surrender together with renewal and power is given in an experience at once earthy and heavenly. Regressing into the womb and surrendering to this transformative power we are revitalized and reborn in a new world. 

The woman we are dealing with is the archetypal force of our psyche coming into our outer experience at midlife. She is a goddess of life appearing as an outer person. The forces activated through her agency are the primordial forces of the subconscious. Confronting the subconscious sooner or later we come to face this interior Woman, for she is the Shakti, the animating power of our life.

The meeting of the unconscious and more specifically the feminine energy and learning to relate to Her without being swallowed or seduced is the deeper initiation for a man at midlife. She helps us to dissolve the old and escorts us into the valley of death. She embraces us with a loving caress and releases us from the pain of living. Angel of mercy, lover of truth, frolicking companion, soothing relief – all wrapped into one.

Eventually the process of dissolution is complete and out of the undifferentiated oneness emerges the desire to enter form. A new core appears. The land of the dead becomes the nutrition for the land of the living. Out of destruction there arises a new creation. Lotus emerging from a swamp. 

This womb experience is characterized by embracing opposites. There are no valid perspectives in the womb. In oneness all is included and nothing is excluded. All is fluid and all is uncertain. Contradictions coexist in the subconscious realm. There are no boundaries.

The ego realm on the other hand is based on conflict and opposition. In the ego realm we are one thing and not another. In that realm what we consciously identify with necessitates repression of the opposite and its relegation into the underworld of the subconscious. The ego world is the world of “black and white” or either this or that, right or wrong. The oceanic oneness realm is the world of “this and this and this and this too.” The doorway between these two realms while never fully closed often opens up wide at midlife. It is at this juncture that Heaven and Earth meet.
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