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      We met in a legendary land known as the heart chakra of the Earth. I remember it clearly with his radiant smile and compassionate gaze. There was something about this man that spoke volumes in the spaces of silence between words with a gentle power emanating from his being. I felt a spontaneous joy in meeting Marc-Henri, and this would be the beginning of bearing witness to a deeply heroic journey. Fast forward to the following year in Italy, where he commenced a yoga teacher training with me on two legs but would graduate with only one leg.

      This is a story of healing, liberation, and fierce embrace. It is a call to action to face our fears and turn toward our pain, so we can free ourselves from the hidden forces that keep us in denial and shut us down to the real power of love. The intention of this book is to help us heal from toxic spirituality, wash away the layers of guilt and shame, and bring us into profound connection with the Divine. By no means is this an easy journey, which is why we need a skillful and empathetic guide who has traversed the underworld, spelunked the darkest caves, and emerged triumphant to now lead the way.

      Marc-Henri grew up with a sincere love and devotion for Jesus. He became a pastor in an evangelical church for fifteen years, was swept away in the currents of fanaticism and dogmatism, began to question the sectarianism of his faith, and eventually left his position of leadership within the church. As a result, he lost his entire social network, went through a painful divorce, and faced the dark night of the soul. All the while, he persistently confronted his own conditioned thinking and toxic beliefs, explored other spiritual traditions, became a meditation teacher and counselor, found his true beloved Evelise, turned to shadow work, and connected in true intimacy with emotions that had been estranged, denied and shut down from childhood trauma.

      Upon discovering a rare cancer in his left leg, his only hope for survival was a full amputation up to the hip joint. In the midst of his darkest hours before the amputation, he was guided back to Jesus in an authentic spiritual experience. He bravely underwent the surgery, returned to the yoga training even as he was learning to walk with a prosthetic leg, and inspired each of us immeasurably. We all wept with grief for his amputated leg and we intensely celebrated the gift of his life. In some ways, the journey of Marc-Henri was just beginning and as he “cleaned up the dark part of his religious heritage” and opened to a powerful new force awakening in him.

      The journey of this book is a radical alchemy of transforming what Marc-Henri refers to as the “toxic Jesuses” into a life-sustaining spirituality. The toxic Jesuses are born out of oppressive systems that manipulate, control, and guilt-trip the practitioner. This is his story of identifying and dismantling each form of toxicity in his beliefs, mind, and body. As a result of his own brave work, he is capable of guiding us to ask the really tough questions, lean into discomfort, and dismantle toxic spirituality that lives within us. As we deconstruct our own toxic identities with honest inquiry, we are ultimately uplifted with expansive energy that frees us from our own pain and suffering.

      This is a very real and vulnerable account of one man’s journey with Jesus. Through his own confrontation with trauma, toxicity, and abuse, he unpacks a pathway for identifying harmful spirituality and awakening with authentic spirituality. He urges us to reclaim our inner strength and resiliency, face our shadows, and cultivate a nontoxic relationship with the divine. In doing so, we become more deeply human and begin to heal the wounded, fragmented parts of ourselves. We become increasingly free of oppressive beliefs and come to live a life of joy and shared humanity.

      In the unveiling of the toxic Jesuses, which is another way of saying toxic spirituality, the author discovered what he knew all along—the power of an ancient wisdom, the truth of grace, and the spacious opening in the heart to embrace the whole of life. Toxic spirituality perpetuates harm, covers up the wounds, spiritually bypasses, hides the truth, avoids facing reality, and rejects the pain. But the movement from toxic spirituality to healthy spirituality embraces the innermost being and allows for honest showing up and true, deep connection with self and other.

      The benefits of healthy spirituality are boundless with a renewal of life force energy, greater receptivity and intuition, increased confidence, healing body shame, emotional literacy with the full spectrum of emotions, more resourcefulness to navigate challenges, and being more in touch with our infinite self. Who doesn’t want all this and more? In this journey from “holy shit to spiritual healing,” we are gifted with increased clarity and growing courage to confront toxic spirituality and walk away from it. We become more intimate with our own hidden pain so that we can heal and grow, flourish and thrive. As we become more dedicated to healing our traumas and wounds—instead of denying, defending, or justifying them—we begin to live our lives in a way of nourishment and integration, and calling home the marginalized places within our own being. We reclaim our power, face our shadows, and rest more within the great mystery.

      As a storyteller, I relate deeply to the hero/heroine’s journey and to the quest of the innermost self. Marc-Henri and I met in the legendary land of Avalon, the Isle of Apples, a mystical place in Somerset, England, known as Glastonbury. In myth and legend, the wounded King Arthur was taken to the healing Isle of Avalon where he also received the famous sword Excalibur gifted to him out of the watery depths by the Lady of the Lake. This mystical land also holds the legends of Joseph of Arimathea, the uncle of Jesus, who was said to have carried his pilgrim’s staff and the Holy Grail to these lands after the death of Jesus. Christian mythology says this is the very place where he hid the chalice of the last supper beneath the water and henceforth, they flowed forth with healing grace and renewal. In this land known as the heart chakra of the Earth, there’s a beauty in the tapestry of all our stories, and the most sacred return to the heart and the power of real love.

      This book is a powerful invitation to say yes to the whole of life and live in authentic connection with deep, true spirituality. May each reader feel inspired to do the work and show up fully for real transformation that serves the greater whole, It is my great honor to write these words in support of Marc-Henri, an amazing soul who has paved the way for many to reclaim their spirituality in a healthy, luminous way.

      Saprema,

      Sianna Sherman

      Founder & Visionary of the Rasa Yoga Collective and Alchemy of Avalon

      Topanga, CA – July 20, 2020, New Moon in Cancer
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      Why do I find myself in Oregon in July, 2018, at the age of 54, taking part in a long-planned intensive-therapy group, exploring with nine other people the depth of our emotions, grief and inner sufferings? Why, only six weeks after the amputation of my entire left leg due to a rare cancer, did I decide to come here, despite a twelve-hour flight from my home and not yet having fully recovered from major surgery. Why, lying on the ground, surrounded by my fellow participants and by two very skilled therapists, am I crying in deep despair like I never have in my entire life, yelling my grief and anger for my lost leg, shouting that I want to live, that I have suffered too much in this life? Finally, why am I exclaiming that I don’t need Jesus, just me?

      These thoughts and this book were born in that group, when I discovered a part of me that I wasn’t suspecting—a part that had suffered so much that it hardly wanted to live; a part that had stayed frozen in the experiences and beliefs of a child who had reason to feel traumatized and abused.

      As a child I had been trapped in a system of beliefs that were deeply ingrained in my family. This system left me hardly any chance to grow and live a happy and healthy life. The beliefs were all built around the figure of Jesus: Jesus the healer, Jesus who was supposed to intervene from above, Jesus who sacrificed himself for our sins and wanted our faith and adoration, and so much more.

      As an adult, I’m now ready to connect with this child. I began to listen to his painful, hidden story. I felt his despair, sadness, grief and anger. I discovered which of those repressed feelings had turned into darker and even more deeply hidden undercurrents—among them hatred and fear of life, compulsion to self-sacrifice and self-sabotage, distrust and disgust for himself and everyone else, and a pervading terror.

      Connecting to him and to all of that suffering, I felt compassion for him. I could understand him. I could listen to his beliefs, to his needs, to his longings. All of it was such a part of me. Actually, it was me.

      I decided to be with that child unconditionally every day of my life. I decided to speak for him too, and to address the abuse and mistreatment he had to endure.

      In so doing I felt him somewhat relieved, a bit more trusting. What he needed was a loving and caring adult, mature enough to stay with him and to empathize with what he had been through, to acknowledge his feelings and help him express them, to lovingly confront his toxic shames, compulsions and beliefs, to be his loving companion, allowing him to heal and to build a whole new way of relating to life. I could be and would be that adult. I owed it to him and to myself.

      This book is the story of me speaking for him. At the same time it’s the story of my journey with Jesus and the story of my life. It’s a story in which true grace and love for the divine coexist with tons of what I call holy shit and a lot of spiritual abuse. Faith may be a beautiful part of a healthy life, giving grounding and perspective, sustaining life and love. Unfortunately, faith can also manifest as a range of toxic beliefs, well hidden behind attractive ideas, creeds and discourses that nonetheless infect all parts of the psyche, torturing and even slowly killing the soul.

      This happens especially when faith is built on unhealed wounds, ones we are barely conscious of, when it meets a history of mistreatments and abuses that are hard to face.

      That’s what happened in my parents’ life. They were both full of deep wounds, hidden anxieties and extreme vulnerabilities. But their desire to escape them and convince themselves of their strengths and abilities severely handicapped them in fostering  a healthy life for me and my sister. Since early childhood, we were deprived of the means to go through the normal phases of development and growth.

      My early years

      I was raised with Jesus. I had no question about his existence or how to relate to him. The only possible (allowed) question was whether I had done enough according to the Bible’s demands and God’s exigencies. I’ve been bathed, even soaked, since my very first years of life in the evocation of his person. I’ve been plunged into the reading of the Bible since childhood. I’ve identified with him. I’ve explored many facets of his person and of the ways he and his message and actions have been understood and used and abused. He has been my imaginary friend as well as a poignant absence, my oppressor as well as my liberator, my abuser as well as my comforter, and so many other things.

      I remember the torment I felt at seven years of age, thinking that if I hadn’t testified enough to my school friends, they would eventually go to hell. And I would be the one responsible.

      Around the same age I remember falling in love with a girl in my school and asking my mother if I was allowed to kiss her. The answer was that kissing was something reserved for married people. Beyond just hearing the words, I felt a visceral discomfort and inexplicable shame. I then concluded that somehow being in love with that little girl was bad and that I had to stay away from those feelings—and if possible, from girls at the same time.

      I remember at fifteen wanting to go to a band concert: Dire Straits. My father explained that even if I was strong enough to go to such an event, it would be a bad example for weaker people and would eventually drive some of them to fall into temptation, from drugs to sex outside marriage, to worshipping the devil, all the things that were encouraged by that kind of music. I didn’t buy it. I went to the concert anyway, in an attempt to gain some freedom, to rebel against what I had begun to feel was an abuse of authority. It was a great concert and a great memory to this day. But I paid a high price, enduring feelings of guilt every time I tried to put off that yoke and gain some autonomy.

      I remember, too, professing my love to Jesus, giving my life to him many times in various church meetings, from the age of four to sixteen. (You’re never sure if it’s done completely and properly, so when some guilt or fear is awakened by a skilled preacher, you proclaim the Lord again, just in case.) I stopped doing that after my baptism at sixteen, the external form of the ritual having somehow a reassuring effect, not depending completely on me and on my own faith and good inner disposition.

      I remember moments of extreme loneliness (many of them) and sometimes (only rarely, I must say) finding comfort by invoking Jesus’s loving and caring presence.

      Most of all, and on a happier note, I remember my church’s youth group. There, from the age of fourteen, I found something I was cruelly missing: connection with other kids my age, females and males, and the authorization, inner and outer, to relate with them and enjoy their company. I also found the father/big brother figure I was longing for in the person of the pastor. This group became my tribe, my friends, my family, my life purpose. We spent most of our weekends at the home of one of my friends, where he had a big garden and a ping-pong table. Going to church became much more attractive, because it was an occasion to meet and to sit together.

      The group became the center of my life, my salvation, my refuge from the lonesome, dark shadow, a persistent feeling of anxiety every time I was at home. I remember lying in my bed at night, praying to Jesus that this group may continue to exist, because I needed it to survive. And I truly meant it.

      I soon became part of the group leadership team, organizing camps with the pastor, learning to speak in public, testifying about Jesus, going to hospitals to sing Christian songs and propose praying with the patients. Most of all, I spent as much time away from my home as possible, favoring instead those people I felt closer to and connected with.

      It was paradise, except for when I wasn’t in church or with them. Then I found myself again facing the hell of my loneliness, anxiety and despair, struggling with the reminders of those parts of my humanity I tried so hard to repress. I had to repress them, I thought, to allow myself and others to think I was a good Christian. Among forbidden traits, I had to hide my sexuality: I remember many times sneaking into a porno movie cinema, under age, trying to satisfy the curiosity and compulsions of an adolescent full of hormones. Of course, I paid later with days of guilt and feeling like shit. I was angry, too. I remember many fights with my father, fueled by the same hormones, no doubt, but also by the true recognition that there was something wrong with the way he saw himself—so wise, discerning, and full of spiritual authority. Every time, I paid for those attempts at some freedom and autonomy with guilt, still more guilt, and resolutions and promises to God that I would behave better.

      My later years, and intimations of grace

      Finally, during my college years—perhaps you can see it coming—I realized I had to become a pastor. I decided to study theology at the University of Geneva. The choice disappointed and worried my father because the faculty was not evangelical, but he decided I was strong enough in my faith to face those hardly believing protestants and remain a true Christian. So I went through those studies. I faced questions and doubts about my narrow view of Christianity, and felt aspirations to a wider and freer practice of spirituality emerge, as well as a wider and freer life in general. I could only overcome these tests, as I saw them, by an increase in rigidity and a kind of fanaticism in my religious zeal. I went on to become a leader of the youth group and then a part-time junior pastor in another evangelical church, where I became co-pastor when my studies were successfully completed.

      The picture may seem dark and sad at this point. And it is. Yet, when I remember the kid I was, the adolescent, the young man, when I connect with each one of them still living inside me, I find something very sincere and alive in all of them. Along with the guilt, the repressed feelings and denied vital impulses, I can see a true love for the divine, an attraction to the mystery, a desire to dive deep inside myself.

      Grace was present all along the way—that at least it seems clear to me now—but not where I thought it should have been. Present in a soft and discrete way. Present in the love I was receiving in my dear youth group. Present in my attempts to implement autonomy and growth, even at the price of guilt and shame. Present in my decision to study in a place where my system of thought and belief would be confronted at least a little and where I would be invited to become more adult and spacious. I could feel this grace when I preached about a loving and welcoming God, sustaining life and promoting freedom, as I discovered and shared parts of the Bible that expressed those profound truths, and when I prayed for people and felt deeply how much they were loved.

      I could feel this grace when I was holding my newborn babies, first my daughter and then, two years later, my son, and feeling the preciousness of their presence in this world, and their need for care and love.

      Later, many years later, grace manifested in sustaining my decision to begin psychotherapy, when I faced the fact that I was profoundly unhappy, feeling empty inside despite all my faith and piety, and trapped in a dysfunctional and destructive relationship with my former wife. I felt grace when I decided to resign from my job as a pastor and began to look for a regular job. I remember feeling a clear impression of Jesus telling me he was with me and that he wanted me to grow and not to hold his hand all the time anymore. I felt grace, surprisingly, when I faced the loneliness and disappointment of seeing that my friendships and relationships, all built around the church in one way or another, had just vanished over a brief period of time. I sometimes felt it through the years that followed, years characterized by doubts, agnosticism, semi-depression and the struggle to find my place in the society outside the walls of the church and adapt to jobs that were much less rewarding and interesting than my former pastoral activity. I felt grace when I finally decided to divorce, after more than twenty years of a difficult and hurtful marriage, despite all of the efforts and sometimes love invested by both parties to try to save it. I felt grace most profoundly when I met the smart and beautiful woman Evelise, who has become my wife.

      I was conscious of the presence of grace when I discovered meditation and yoga, when I met people of other spiritual traditions beyond my narrow conception of Christianity and could honor and recognize the depth of their practice and love for the divine.

      Finally and unexpectedly, I felt grace in a dramatic way two months before I began to write this book, when I heard the cruel diagnosis of a rare, malignant bone cancer that cost me my entire left leg and still makes my long-term survival uncertain to this day. My wife and I, each in different ways, had the intuition to reconnect with Jesus in this difficult moment and to open up to his helping and healing energy. I then experienced, to my immense surprise,  completely unexpected moments of peace and confidence, especially in the midst of the darkest hours before my amputation.

      So I continued the group therapy in Oregon. In it, I’ve had the opportunity to discover a way to truly listen to my inner world, following a technique called shadow work. It’s a challenging and delicate practice, but an incredibly efficient and respectful way of inner exploration, freeing and healing.

      In engaging deeper into shadow work, I began to listen to the child, teenager, and young adult I had been. I discovered their hidden wounds, until now impossible to express as sadness, anger, desires. I connected with them. I felt more and more compassion and love for them. As a result, I began to reconcile with myself and become more and more integrated. I considered parts of myself that had been for so long a deserted no-man’s land, and I allowed them to be part of me again. I recognized they had always been part of me and deserved to be cared for. I listened to their stories. I could understand what they were feeling. I could share their sadness, anger, fears. Despite all their suffering, and with the help of my therapist, my wife and my colleagues in the therapy group, the adult I am now could begin to take care and to open a safe space for healing and peace for all those wounded parts of me.

      Giving that precious gift to myself, I began to discover unsuspected parts of my humanity, new depths of feelings, a new freedom of sensibility and intuition. I could feel more and more confident, more in touch with my true, beautiful and wounded self.

      Along the way, I began to discover that the Jesus imprinted in the depth of me, the Jesus I had served and adored, this Jesus had many faces. And many of those faces were dark and toxic. In my long journey with Jesus, I had been intimate with him, but I discovered that much of that intimacy was with those toxic Jesuses.

      What I mean by toxic Jesuses are those conceptions of Jesus that exist and grow in the space between our inner wounds, from the places where we have been neglected or abused. These Jesuses are born in the repressed expectations of the wounded child within many of us. They are born in the tyranny and oppressive systems that have emerged to cover and exploit those wounds.

      The toxic Jesuses attract the worship and dedication of those of us who have been severely wounded and need a way to avoid facing it. Too much of what happens in churches owes something to those sad and life oppressing dynamics, even when—and fortunately it happens often—the oppression coexists with an amount of true love for the divine.

      The more I unveiled these toxic Jesuses in my own history, the more anger and even rage I felt against them. That’s when this book became necessary. I owe it to myself, I owe it to those who have been oppressed and tyrannized within me. And I owe it to others who have been or who are still confronted with teachings and practices in churches or religious groups that work subtly or grossly against life, against freedom, against joy, growth and intelligence.

      Unfortunately, there are many such teachings, deliberate or not, in and out of every kind of Christian church or religious group: Evangelicals, Catholics, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Mormons, Christian Scientists, Yogis, Buddhists, Muslims, Spiritualists. The list goes on.

      Yet in this unveiling, I began to discover another face of Jesus—a new face that I paradoxically knew from the beginning, one that was usually hidden by the noise and arrogant claims of the toxic ones. This new face is bright and full of light, spacious, life-affirming, and much gentler, not trying to impose itself. It waits patiently, in the margins and in the silence, sustaining life and expecting it to grow, seemingly weak but possessing ancient wisdom and power.

      This face of Jesus I want to talk about, too, and I also owe it to myself and others. But to do that, I must begin by talking about all the toxic Jesuses I had to confront in my own history. During my inner work I discovered that they are present in the whole history of the Church, even in the Bible, and certainly in many of the messages and practices today in which the name of Jesus is invoked. Under other names they can be found in any religious group.

      These are the toxic Jesuses I discovered in my inner world:

      
        	Jesus the negator, who wants us to dismiss our own experience, feelings and intelligence.

        	Jesus the punisher, who loves death and wants sacrifice and suffering.

        	Jesus the magician, who expects things to come from above and wants us to do the same.

        	Jesus the castrator, who makes humans small and disempowered.

        	Jesus the oppressor, who gives power to tyrants.

        	Jesus the misogynist, who hates and oppresses women.

        	Jesus the patriarchalist, who promotes every system of domination.

        	Jesus the enabler, who covers abuses.

        	Jesus the fanatic, who supports extremism and violence.

        	Jesus the Puritan, who despises human experience and pleasure.

        	Jesus the pure spirit, disincarnate and antisexual.

        	Jesus Frankenstein, who gives birth to monsters.

      

      I’ll devote some pages to each one of them in this book. I’ll show how they have oppressed me, how they are oppressing many, how they are born of and feed on unresolved wounds and hidden fear and shame. I’ll also show how to find freedom from them, how to find the courage and strength to confront them and send them away—what you might call a Jesus exorcism.

      By unveiling the toxic ones, another Jesus will naturally emerge in the last part of our book.
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