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To Neil, who wears the face of the Beloved for me
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As the deer pants for streams of water, so my soul pants for you, my God.

PSALM 42:1 (NIV)

Could the longing for a god be a passion welling up from our 
darkest, instinctual nature, a passion unswayed by any outside influences, 
deeper and stronger perhaps than the love for a human person?

C. G. JUNG

When the Guest is being searched for, it is the intensity of 
the longing for the Guest that does all the work. Look at me, and you will see a 
slave of that intensity.

KABIR (TRANS. ROBERT BLY)



Meeting the Shadow 
on the 

Spiritual Path
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“Many of us fondly imagined that spiritual practice would do it 
all: with enough meditation or yoga we would swiftly awaken to abiding love and 
light. But then we ran into problems: ourselves and our shadows—those powerful 
inner dimensions and dynamics that remain unconscious but can overwhelm and 
humble us. These shadow dynamics are best recognized and healed with the help of 
wise friends, counselors, and guides, people like Connie Zweig—a master guide 
and illuminator of the shadow, our inner world, and the spiritual path.”

ROGER WALSH, M.D., PH.D., 
PROFESSOR OF PSYCHIATRY AT THE UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA 
AT IRVINE AND AUTHOR OF
ESSENTIAL SPIRITUALITY

“This book is vital for anyone who yearns to fully awaken. 
Skillfully drawing upon her hard-won contemplative insights and expertise as a 
depth psychotherapist, Connie Zweig offers us a brilliant road map for 
navigating the inevitable peaks and valleys of the Great Way. I highly recommend 
this book to new seekers and seasoned spiritual veterans alike.”

DAVID CHERNIKOFF, M.DIV., 
LCSW, 
AUTHOR OF LIFE, PART TWO 
AND GUIDING TEACHER FOR THE INSIGHT MEDITATION 
COMMUNITY OF COLORADO

“If consciousness is a sea of limitless depth, Connie Zweig is a 
deep sea diver who brings back treasures for us. By examining the spiritual, 
psychological, and emotional dynamics between mentors and students, she 
demonstrates how shadow-work can help us move into deeper self-awareness and 
wholeness. This book is a compelling read—I couldn’t put it down!”

ROBERT A. JONAS, ED.D., 
AUTHOR OF MY DEAR FAR-NEARNESS 
AND FOUNDER OF THE EMPTY 
BELL, A CHRISTIAN CONTEMPLATIVE 
SANCTUARY

“The shadow has emerged as a key concept in contemporary 
spirituality as communities wrestle with the recurrence of sexual violence and 
various forms of abuse across traditions. Rooted in depth psychology, 
Meeting the Shadow on the Spiritual Path offers a comprehensive, much-needed 
treatment of how the shadow and spiritual abuse operate. Updated with attention 
to the impact of the #MeToo movement, this new edition provides practitioners 
with the tools for both understanding and transforming abuse dynamics in a 
spiritual context.”

ANN GLEIG, ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR OF RELIGION 
AND CULTURAL STUDIES AT THE UNIVERSITY OF CENTRAL 
FLORIDA

“Most spiritual traditions have a dirty little secret: when you 
surrender to an authority, you will face the dark side of human nature. At last, 
this book explains why and how to recover.”

AARON KIPNIS, PH.D., 
AUTHOR, PSYCHOTHERAPIST, AND PROFESSOR EMERITUS OF PSYCHOLOGY AT 
PACIFICA GRADUATE INSTITUTE

“True spiritual wisdom invites all the energies within, 
including the darker ones. Blessings to Connie Zweig for shining a light on our 
shadows, allowing insight and joy to move our consciousness toward wholeness.”

ROSHI PAT ENKYO O’HARA, 
COFOUNDER AND ABBOT OF THE VILLAGE ZENDO
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PREFACE TO THE NEW EDITION

A Call for Spiritual Awakening

A Call for Shadow Awareness

The first edition of this book, The Holy Longing: The 
Hidden Power of Spiritual Yearning, appeared during the peak of the Catholic 
Church’s child sexual abuse scandal. The second edition, Meeting the Shadow 
of Spirituality: The Hidden Power of Darkness on the Path, appeared in 2017, 
just before the #MeToo movement launched. Since the publication of those earlier 
editions, the world has turned on its axis. We are observing urgent 
interconnected global crises at the same time as we are witnessing thousands of 
people report spiritual awakenings.

In addition, this new edition appears just as an epidemic of political 
indoctrination via misinformation breeds political wars over the very nature of 
truth. Social media has caused a collective shift from personal privacy to 
personal disclosure. National media reports, books, and online firsthand 
accounts continue to describe the eruption of the human shadow, both in the 
political context and in the religious/ spiritual context, our topic here. These 
continuing reports should make it more difficult to believe in human 
infallibility. But, instead, many true believers continue to trust in the 
perfection of their spiritual leaders.

The intention of exploring the shadow in our search for awakening is not to 
negate the profound and precious transmissions of our teachers and invaluable 
gifts of our communities. We don’t want to deny the light of consciousness any 
more than we want to deny the dark side of human nature. Instead, my intention 
is to offer ways for readers to hold the tension of both—the dance of darkness 
and light on the path.


Power, Sex, and Money Shadows

As we will see, our spiritual teachers, even when enlightened, 
are still human—and most certainly not perfect. As their egos become inflated 
with success, some may come to feel that they deserve to sit on a golden throne, 
build empires, and increase their authority and fame without limit. As they use 
power to serve the ego’s agenda, the danger grows. Soon, they do not have power; 
power has them. And that power becomes an unconscious complex, acted out on the 
stage of the most sacred arena of life. Acting out this power shadow, teachers 
may subject their followers to verbal abuse, physical violence, emotional 
control, withholding of love and approval, and threats of punishment or 
expulsion.

Power and sex go hand in hand; they are a matched set. Some teachers or 
clergy may use sex to express power, intimidate others, and feed their own 
emptiness. They may use sex to control others while satisfying their selfish 
impulses. In particular, a culture’s deeply ingrained traditions of misogyny and 
objectification often engender in male teachers and clergy a shadow that allows 
them to use others (women, men, girls, boys) as objects for their own 
gratification.

Some teachers use strategic transparency to defend themselves: “I’m not 
celibate, so this is not inappropriate behavior.” Or “This is crazy wisdom to 
awaken the student.” In these cases, the shock of hypocrisy—celibate clergy or 
gurus having sex—is lessened. But the shock of trauma is not.

Like sex, money can become the ego’s tool. It’s “the root of all evil”; it’s 
the grail we seek. It, too, carries the projection of divine energies and can be 
worshipped like a false god in the same form as a shiny Rolls Royce or a sleek 
private jet. Many clergy and teachers convince their followers to tithe, then 
eventually to turn over their entire financial inheritances. The reports of so 
many spiritual teachers living lifestyles of excess and abundance, in great 
contrast to their teachings and in even greater contrast to those who serve them 
for no pay at all, are deeply disheartening.

These religious leaders may claim that salvation or enlightenment lies in 
giving them sex or money. They may promise that these actions will carry their 
believers to heaven or to higher stages of consciousness. In either case, the 
broken promise can be devastating.

Religious or spiritual abuse results in an identity crisis. Victim, survivor, 
muse, consort—who am I? Victimizer, abuser, predator, dominator, perpetrator—who 
is this teacher? And who am I if not his devotee or her acolyte? Who am I if not 
a special member of a special group? Who am I if I have been abused by the very 
person with whom I needed to feel safe? Am I a victim? Am I a fool? Am I alone, 
unloved, and without purpose?

Most of all, who am I in relation to my god or the gods or my own divine 
nature? Sadly, most inquiry does not get this far. Despite the widespread search 
for identity in our time—political, religious, racial, gender, sexual 
orientation—for most people, identity remains a concrete concept, rooted in 
genetics, beliefs, preferences, behaviors, or tribal groups.

Yet the perennial question—Who am I?—is most essentially a spiritual 
question. Advaita teacher Ramana Maharshi built his entire spiritual path around 
this inquiry. Nevertheless, today the search for the relative and concrete forms 
of identity, though necessary developmentally, obscures this deeper quest. 
Humanity has taken a developmental step with its expanding view of ways of being 
in the world: “I am a queer Latina” or “I am a political progressive” or “I am a 
survivor of religious abuse.” But let’s not stop here. Let’s extend the search 
for identity to our deeper spiritual nature. Let’s heed the call for awakening 
that is ringing around the world, while learning, at the same time, to hold 
shadow awareness.

Since the first edition of this book, humankind’s exploration for the meaning 
and experience of enlightenment or awakening has both broadened and deepened. 
The democratization of practices in every tradition, including those that were 
previously hidden or esoteric, has enabled millions of people to find a teacher, 
a practice, and a community of their choice.

The podcast Buddha at the Gas Pump (BATGAP), started by my friend Rick 
Archer, gets tens of thousands of listeners a day. Rick has interviewed more 
than six hundred “ordinary spiritually awakening people,” as he calls them, in a 
conversational way that allows them to disclose their inner worlds and confront 
controversial questions about the nature of their experiences. As Archer told me 
recently, most teachers are not perfect. He has had to take down a few videos 
due to interviewees being inappropriate—that is, acting out their shadows, or 
dark sides, destructively. “Some have charisma and siddhis [yogic 
powers], but they are half baked. Even some eloquent spiritual prodigies are not 
qualified to be teachers. No one gets a pass,” he concluded.

In addition to BATGAP, Spirit Matters podcast has posted hundreds of 
interviews with spiritual teachers of all traditions.

At the same time, the brilliant work of Ken Wilber, in the field of integral 
philosophy, continues to spread around the globe. Integral’s key insights into 
the nature of human consciousness have helped me immensely. In particular, in 
the context of our exploration here, Wilber suggests that a devotee or a teacher 
can experience any state of consciousness while living in any level of 
consciousness. In other words, one can have a peak experience, even a nondual 
state, while living in a lower level of development or stage of awareness. But 
that advanced state experience will be interpreted through the worldview of 
one’s level of development.

We can use this insight as a lens through which to examine some of the 
teachers described here, who appear to have spiritual gifts but express them 
through ego mania, greed, aggression, and sexuality. They are interpreting their 
fleeting awakened states through the framework of their development, which 
includes a lack of self-esteem, lack of empathy, or narcissistic injury (need to 
be seen). In other words, in Wilber’s terminology, they may have some experience 
of spiritually Waking Up but little experience of Growing Up (emotional work) 
and Cleaning Up (shadow-work). Waking Up, on its own, does not encompass 
emotional repair and relational development; it does not require moral 
development. This frame allows us to see how these states and stages of 
development can coexist in one person. It also leads to a startling conclusion: 
one may be awake at some level and still be a sociopath.

Andrew Holecek, in an essay titled “The Evolution of Abuse,” puts it this 
way: “Many practitioners become ‘state junkies,’ always searching for the high 
of spiritual experience, and forget that coming back to earth fully 
incorporating those high states—as stabilized and embodied traits—is the ‘low’ 
(but final) point. It’s not about what you experience. It’s about who you 
become. And that becoming is not so much about what you say; it’s about what you 
do.”

In The Religion of Tomorrow, Wilber makes another point: Shadow 
material typically remains lodged in every chakra. As the kundalini rises 
through the chakras toward realization, unconscious material may not be fully 
cleared. This provides a map. So, for example, as we move through the stages of 
spiritual development, the remains of shadow material in the second chakra may 
lead someone to act out sexually. The remains of shadow material in the third 
chakra may lead him or her to act out in an abuse of power. This means that even 
someone who is highly developed, spiritually speaking, may still have layers of 
self-deception.

Since the publication of the earlier editions of this book, the Religion and 
Sexual Abuse Project has gathered scholars to understand the dynamics of sexual 
abuse and misconduct in religious communities, especially in their cultural, 
social, and historical contexts. It is holding conferences (with presentations 
available for viewing on YouTube), collaborating with advocacy groups, and 
developing teaching resources and an online resource hub.

Yet other critiques attempting to understand spiritual abuse focus on 
feminist analysis, which sees patriarchy and sexism as core to the violations. 
For example, in her book Traveller in Space, June Campbell wrote about 
her experience as a secret consort to Tibetan Buddhist teacher Kalu Rinpoche in 
the context of patriarchal authority and appropriation of the divine feminine. 
And Tibetan Buddhist lama Tsultrim Allione has developed a teaching that focuses 
on feminine wisdom energies in her tradition, which she places in the context of 
“recent feminist resistance.”

Other critiques focus on race, sexual orientation, and class privilege. In 
his book Love and Rage, Lama Rod Owens, who identifies as a Black queer 
tantric teacher, looks at how patriarchy and racism interact in abusive 
sanghas (spiritual communities). He calls on male and masculine identified 
practitioners to explore “sacred masculinity,” which is rooted in collaboration 
with the feminine, rather than domination over it.

In a 2015 report published for Huff Post, Jaweed Kaleem tells us that 
many of the mostly White meditation-oriented traditions have not integrated with 
traditional Asian-American Buddhist communities. These traditions are now being 
challenged by Black, Latino, and Native American converts to Buddhism, and BIPOC 
sanghas are forming around the country to address issues of race in meditation 
communities.

In 2011, An Olive Branch was formed, as a project of the Zen Center of 
Pittsburgh, to offer greater understanding and reduction of ethical misconduct 
on the part of religious leaders. Their website states: “We help everyone 
recognize the trauma caused by unethical relationships between spiritual leaders 
and their followers; promote understanding and healing; and strengthen the 
organization’s board, policies, and procedures to reduce the likelihood of 
future misconduct.” Acting as a third party for spiritual communities facing 
allegations of abuse, their consultants have complementary skills related to 
training, facilitation, governance, and intervention.

In 2018, the Association for Spiritual Integrity (ASI) was launched “to 
encourage spiritual teachers, leaders, and guides to approach their work in the 
most competent and ethical manner—and to help safeguard the sacred 
teacher-student relationship.” ASI holds presentations online. (The ASI code of 
ethics can be found in appendix 1 of this book, while the code of ethics for the 
Insight Meditation Society can be found in appendix 2.)




Enter the #MeToo Movement

This edition also appears after the #MeToo movement went viral 
in October 2017. Started by Tarana Burke, a Black activist, with the intention 
of raising awareness about sexual harassment and violence, the movement has 
enabled survivors to speak out and push for systemic changes in the workplace, 
the military, universities, and other settings—including spiritual communities. 
#MeToo has helped survivors and witnesses of exploitation by spiritual teachers 
to connect online, empower each other, and encourage whistleblowers to expose 
decades-long abuses. Overnight, all-powerful teachers in many denominations 
could no longer control the narratives about their isolated kingdoms. 
Investigative journalists and attorneys lurked. Stories went viral online. Many 
fled the country or lost legal battles. The list I recount in chapter 5 has been 
expanded and updated as the wave of reports and memoirs continues to roll in.

My litany of teachers in that chapter is not comprehensive. But it does 
explore how some religious and spiritual communities, formed with positive 
intentions, can become fundamentalist and cultlike. It focuses on those groups 
that are rooted in the teacher/disciple relationship, which is based on 
unconscious projection. And it examines the consequences of that projection for 
both teachers and students. It also examines the challenges of breaking that 
projection, letting go of who we want teachers to be, and seeing them for who 
they really are.

The disturbing stories in chapter 5 are not intended to bash gurus or clergy. 
Rather, they are intended to highlight the psychological dynamics in these 
relationships, as well as the hidden structural or systemic issues that allow 
people in power to abuse others with impunity in religious settings. In some 
cases, an individual’s destructive behavior is a symptom of these built-in 
issues, and the elimination of that person does not eliminate the problem.

It seems evident that we need a spiritual justice movement, much like the 
social justice movements against racism, sexism, ageism, and homophobia that 
call for social, legal, and psychological change. However, as of this writing, 
only thirteen states and the District of Columbia have penal statutes that, in 
at least some circumstances, support the criminal prosecution of clergypersons 
for having sexual relations with a coerced congregant.

According to a 2019 report by Anna North, several positive changes have 
resulted from the broader #MeToo movement. The states of California, New Jersey, 
and New York have banned nondisclosure agreements (NDAs) involving sexual 
harassment or assault. Typically, when a case is settled for a financial 
payment, NDAs are used to silence the accuser, a practice that fails to protect 
others against the perpetrator.

We can ask how this shift in attitude toward NDAs might be applied in 
religious or spiritual settings. In the Catholic Church, for example, children 
who are sexually abused, who are incapable of giving consent, are threatened 
with theological danger to their families and to themselves. They are exhorted 
to keep the secret of abuse. What if the Catholic culture rewarded other clergy 
to become whistleblowers on behalf of children, rather than to maintain a 
brotherhood of silence?

In the same way, a guru might demand secrecy about his or her behavior, 
threatening abandonment, punishment, or humiliation. That pact of secrecy can 
become systemic, leading to years of lies and acts of deception, or it can be 
used as leverage against a devotee.

Some traditions, such as Tibetan Buddhism, require vows against disbelieving 
or disrespecting the master, revealing secrets, or criticizing the teachings 
(which include the guru’s behavior). Like an NDA, this vow, known as samaya, 
keeps survivors bound to silence and unable to heed their own intuition about 
wrong behavior or to act on their own behalf. What if samaya, a vow to 
the guru that was imagined centuries ago as part of an empowerment initiation, 
were updated to include a vow to conscious commitment of no harm and relative 
empowerment, rather than blind obedience to a perfected master? Does this idea 
uproot the foundation of the guru/disciple relationship? Does it lead to the 
breaking of the projection that holds the relationship in place? I suggest that 
it would create a more mature spiritual relationship dynamic, with both people 
accountable for their words and actions.

As Lama Willa Miller suggests, “The essence of samaya is not blind 
faith. It is a promise to uphold one another in mutual goodness, while 
recognizing our human potential to go astray.”

Many federal laws don’t protect independent contractors or lowwage workers 
from sexual harassment. So, in many states these workers, when facing abuse, 
have no legal recourse. Similarly, many churches and ashrams have dozens or 
hundreds of people doing service or seva for low wages or no payment at 
all. They believe that selfless service without expectation of reward will bring 
them other benefits: closeness to a divine human being, a special sense of 
belonging in a group, a higher purpose through self-sacrifice for the benefit of 
others. But, like lowwage workers in secular settings, they may be unable to 
protect themselves from exploitation or have legal recourse against abuse.

#MeToo accusations of sexual harassment, trafficking, and financial 
corruption have spread to political leaders. There have been some efforts to 
reform the response to staff allegations against members of Congress. The 
waiting period to report has been eliminated, and legislators have been barred 
from using taxpayer funds to settle cases. In a similar way, religious leaders 
could be barred from using disciples’ donations for abuse settlements with those 
very disciples.

The high-profile cases of producer Harvey Weinstein, sex trafficker Jeffrey 
Epstein, and U.S. Olympic gymnastics team doctor Larry Nassar have alerted the 
public to many of the issues involved in exploitation. How do we think about 
power and gender? Who has the power? Who doesn’t? What leads men, especially, in 
positions of power to abuse it?

Of course, this is not a new discussion among feminists, whose critique of 
patriarchy has been an ongoing cultural conversation for decades. But the 
blatant and graphic abuse of power that has come to light has renewed discussion 
about consent. Can a woman consent to sex if her career, education, mental 
health, financial well-being, or spiritual well-being is controlled by the 
person who desires sex? Can she consent if she is told that she will be 
excommunicated, her family will go to hell, or her karma will be damaged for 
many lifetimes if she refuses?

Psychiatrist Peter Rutter, in Sex in the Forbidden Zone, concluded 
that she cannot. Consent means actively agreeing to sex, including setting 
boundaries. How can she agree under threat, intimidation, or coercion?

I would suggest that the issue is a bit more nuanced. A teacher’s move into 
the “forbidden zone” may range from careless to aggressive and from subtle to 
traumatic. A student’s response may range from feeling special and chosen to 
feeling assaulted and alarmed. Some women do choose to have relations 
with spiritual teachers. Perhaps they are blinded by devotion; perhaps they have 
promised to serve unconditionally. In a few cases, these liaisons lead to 
marriage, though we do not know the consequential power dynamics in these 
relationships.

In most cases, I believe the power differential renders consent questionable. 
But I don’t want to reduce the issue to a moralistic outsider’s point of view, 
in which both predator and victim are condemned. Rather, I want to bring the 
lens of depth psychology to examine some of the unconscious components of this 
dynamic.

In addition to a reexamination of power and gender, #MeToo survivors saw that 
they were not alone. They gathered and bonded online, some forming a lineage of 
survivors in particular denominations. They supported one another across race, 
class, and industry. And a larger audience saw the devastating consequences for 
them.

#MeToo has alerted the public to another factor: the crucial role of 
bystanders or witnesses. In every tale of spiritual abuse in this book, staff 
members, community members, and even other clergy, including popes and the Dalai 
Lama, knew about the violations—and failed to act for decades to save face. They 
colluded with spiritual rationales, propped up their teachers, disbelieved or 
dismissed the accusers, or remained in group-think denial. In addition, they 
ignored their own traditions’ ethical guidelines. In my opinion, their silence 
made them complicit.




From Bystander to Whistleblower

How does a person make the shift from bystander to 
whistleblower? An encounter between a charismatic religious leader, citing a 
long lineage of initiation into esoteric knowledge, and a naive, uninformed 
Westerner, who is eager for spiritual experience, is not a meeting of equals. 
Together, they create an isolated world composed of two opposing cultures: a 
traditional, typically non-White, often patriarchal, feudal culture of the 
leader, steeped in blind authority, hierarchy (especially gender hierarchy), and 
secrecy, mixes with post-modern, typically White, individualists, prone to 
question authority and support gender equality, openness, and consensus.

But in the unconscious shadows of those Westerners lies a desire to 
relinquish agency and responsibility for decisions, so that another, wiser 
person can tell them what to do, and to relinquish the questioning, analytical 
mind and follow devotion to a more evolved human being. This is the flip side of 
the Western heroic ego that lies in the shadow.

In psychology, this transference, as it’s called, describes the unconscious 
tendency to attribute feelings about someone in the past, such as a parent, onto 
someone in the present, such as a therapist, clergy person, or spiritual 
teacher. This tendency may leave us in a childlike position in relation to the 
other person, subordinate in power and authority, even seeking dependency.

When we feel lost and wounded and meet a charismatic spiritual leader, we may 
be desperate to find meaning and direction. We may be looking for validation of 
our own value or a way to transcend our psychological injuries with spiritual 
practice (spiritual bypass). This is a setup for archetypal projection or 
transference—that is, when we come to believe that the priest alone can perform 
the sacraments, for example, with divine authority, or that the guru alone can 
initiate disciples into secret practices and carry transcendental power that is 
out of our reach. If our spiritual leaders personify our highest yearnings, then 
we will do anything to be close or special to them and to participate in their 
divine knowledge or higher consciousness. In our yearning, we will give up our 
capacity to set boundaries, discriminate between right and wrong behavior, say 
no, or express doubt and criticism. Many devotional teachings of guru yoga in 
Hinduism and Buddhism support this surrender of the devotee’s discrimination.

Buddhist practitioner Rob Preece put it this way: “My idealism not only 
blinded me to my teacher’s human fallibility but was also reinforced by the 
teachings. I was even given the message that to see flaws in the guru, or to 
criticize him, would lead to dreadful suffering.”

The Dalai Lama has tried to counter the impact of this teaching. In his book 
The Path to Enlightenment, he stated:

The problem with the practice of seeing everything the guru 
does as perfect is that it very easily turns to poison for both the guru and the 
disciple. Therefore, whenever I teach this practice, I always advocate that the 
tradition of “every action seen as perfect” not be stressed. Should the guru 
manifest un-Dharmic qualities or give teachings contradicting Dharma, the 
instruction on seeing the spiritual master as perfect must give way to reason 
and Dharma wisdom I could think to myself, “They all see me as a buddha, and 
therefore will accept anything I tell them.” Too much faith and imputed purity 
of perception can quite easily turn things rotten.




The Risk Goes Both Ways

So, this is the dilemma, the perilous risk of the 
teacher/disciple relationship in any tradition. Despite profound insight or 
spiritual realization, the teacher also has wounds, unmet needs, and unconscious 
motives. He or she even may have what we call in psychology a personality 
disorder. But a believer’s blind faith requires the teacher’s integrity. When a 
clergy person or guru acts out a power, sex, or money shadow, one of two results 
can ensue for the student: either the projection pops, and she moves from faith 
to disillusionment, or the projection is reinforced by spiritual rationale, and 
she defends or even accepts the teacher’s abusive behavior, leaning into 
masochistic tendencies. (We’ll discuss this scenario in chapter 4.)

The clergy person or teacher is also at risk. When hundreds or even millions 
of people treat teachers as if they are godlike, perhaps from birth, they may 
buy into the projection, unconsciously believing they are above ethical codes, 
above spiritual codes, above the law. Or they may believe that, from their level 
of consciousness, they cannot do wrong. They may believe that, with their inner 
nonattachment, they are not the doer of these deeds. These beliefs are 
reinforced by teachings: Zen priests who have realized their true nature are 
free to follow conventional morality or not; the same is true for Tibetan 
Buddhist teachers. This choice emerges out of the realization that social 
morality is a cultural or intellectual construct, a product of relative mind 
and, therefore, essentially empty.

But we have seen, again and again, that many teachers are not free from the 
bonds of self-centeredness. Regardless of their level of realization, they cause 
suffering. And we see, again and again, that they feel impunity to the 
consequences of their destructive actions. Perhaps their awakening is not 
integrated enough to reshape old habits; perhaps it is a transitory nondual 
state experience, which is mistaken for a more stabilized stage of realization. 
Perhaps, as Ken Wilber explains, their spiritual line of development may be 
advanced, but their moral or social development may be delayed.

These teachers (like therapists) may be caught in counter transference, 
unconsciously projecting onto their students their own unresolved issues, such 
as the need to be seen and valued. In this case, critical feedback and reminders 
of ethical codes will go nowhere. Leaders may continue to act out power, money, 
and sexual shadows due to their own unconscious feelings of superiority or 
inferiority, emptiness, compulsiveness, and entitlement. They may also feel 
isolated, unable to speak about their own needs or unable even to admit to 
themselves that they have emotional needs.

And teachers often collude with this unconscious dynamic of 
transference/countertransference. Instead of completing the transference 
relationship and returning power, authority, and self-definition to their 
students or disciples, and instead of finding a colleague with whom to share 
their own needs, leaders often prop up the interconnected systemic structures 
that give them full authority and reinforce the projection. And they deny the 
harm they cause, again and again.

In a rare acknowledgment by a teacher of how this dynamic of 
transference/countertransference feels, the late Zen priest Yvonne Rand said, 
“In our understanding of the Zen tradition as coming from Japan, we include 
robes from Tang-dynasty China, shaved heads, formality in meeting,” and more. 
“If I give a lecture in my traditional robes, I can feel an increase in the 
degree of authority which the people listening attribute to me. They edge toward 
accepting what I say as true, without really examining and questioning it. 
Subtle changes, but they go deep, begetting a kind of handing-oneself-over. This 
is sometimes useful in a learning process, but it is also dangerous to student 
and teacher alike if it’s not conscious and within clear boundaries.” (Cited in 
Meetings with Remarkable Women: Buddhist Teachers in America by Lenore 
Friedman.)

In the cases reported in chapter 5, this unconscious dynamic goes unexamined 
by the people involved. The teachers’ charisma and success prevented the 
followers’ critical thinking and prevented institutional change. The teachers 
were not merely lonely and reaching out for contact; they were too narcissistic 
or sociopathic to feel empathy for those they harmed. They were too convinced of 
their superiority and privilege to care about the consequences of their actions.

On the other hand, the followers, students, or disciples became so dentified 
with their dependent roles, and with the specialness of their teachers and their 
fortune of living in close association with them, that they enabled clearly 
abusive behavior for years. They knew—but didn’t want to know. To break through 
their denial, to end the unconscious transference and become a whistleblower, 
would mean that they themselves had been fooled; they had wasted time, money, 
even their lives on a fraud. Who are they then? This terror of loss of identity, 
loss of community, loss of secret knowledge, loss of meaning prevents people 
from speaking or even thinking the truth. So, this world of projection, secrecy, 
ritual, and group think is frozen in place, while children, women, and men 
suffer unimaginable harm.

And the unasked question, buried in the unconscious shadow, becomes: Am I 
wrong about this teacher or clergy? Is this person not who I thought she or he 
was? Or is my religion or my spiritual promise of awakening not what I thought 
it was?

When all is said and done, followers live in a double bind: an awake teacher, 
chosen by birth or lineage, or a clergyman chosen by god cannot behave in this 
horrific way. Yet he or she does.

To become a whistleblower in this situation is to risk it all—identity, 
meaning, purpose, community, beliefs, hope. To become a whistleblower and 
recover from the heartbreak of spiritual disillusionment means to break free of 
delusion, withdraw the projection, reclaim independent thinking, reclaim 
intuition, and reclaim action on our own behalf. At the same time, it also means 
cultivating mutual respect for the spiritual essence, true nature, Spirit, 
Emptiness, pure awareness, or Christ nature of one and all.

This dilemma is like a koan, a question that stops the mind: Can we 
feel devotion, even love, for a teacher, yet not idealize him or her? Can we 
follow the teachings of another person, yet maintain our own discrimination or 
inner intuitive guidance?

Further, can we build spiritual relationships of mutual accountability? Can 
we create support communities for teachers and students alike? We will explore 
some examples in chapter 7.

The shift of identity from, for example, “I am a devotee of this teacher,” “I 
am a Buddhist,” “I am a nonduality student,” or “I am an Evangelical or 
Catholic” to “I am a survivor of religious or spiritual abuse” is a long and 
winding road. It requires a shift from a childlike position to an accountable 
adult position. It asks us to do our emotional homework without leaning on 
religious belief or spiritual practice to do it for us. It calls on us to 
cultivate the capacity to question, call out, even challenge verbal, emotional, 
physical, sexual, and financial abuse—in the moment, when it is happening.

This is a relative kind of waking up, a capacity to be present to the shadow 
within us and within others—and to break free of the delusion of a perfect 
human. Shadow awareness asks us to attune to ourselves more deeply and take more 
responsibility for our own blind spots. It asks us to attune to others more 
vigilantly and with heightened awareness. And, finally, it asks us to make 
choices that prevent us from falling into the grip of the shadow.




A Global Identity Crisis

Today’s widespread identity crisis has several other dimensions. 
For example, most religious and spiritual communities reinforce binary gender 
stereotypes in both identities and roles. This setup reinforces patriarchal 
institutions. But today a rigid separation of genders is giving way to a 
spectrum in which a person’s gender expression (as distinct from sexual 
orientation) can change over time or in different social settings.

Stories of fluid gender identities can be found in the tales of many 
traditions. Hindu mythology has many examples of deities manifesting as 
different genders at different times or combining to form androgynous or 
hermaphroditic beings. A god may manifest as an avatar of the opposite gender in 
order to facilitate sexual contact. Hindu saint Ramakrishna exhibited gender 
fluidity in his worship of the goddess Kali, as described in chapter 1.

As detailed by Peter Jackson in “Non-Normative Sex/Gender Categories in 
Theravada Buddhist Scriptures,” Theravada Buddhist texts contain numerous 
references to individuals who could be identified as hermaphrodites, 
transvestites, transexuals, and homosexuals. Most accounts of non-normative 
gender and sexuality are found in the Vinaya, the clerical code of 
conduct for monks, which identifies four main sex/gender types: male; female; 
hermaphroditism, including both psychological and physiological traits; and 
non-normative male sexuality, which probably includes gay males, voyeurs, and 
eunuchs.

Of course, Buddhism espouses the teaching of freedom from a fixed, 
independent “I.” In a 2014 column in Buddhadharma magazine called “Ask 
the Teachers,” a Buddhist student posed the question: “I was born male, but I’ve 
come to the conclusion that I’m actually a woman, and I’m now seeking 
sex-reassignment surgery. As a Buddhist, I feel conflicted by the teachings of 
no-self and this unshakable feeling that there is a deep, hidden truth about me 
that I need to express. Am I wrong to embrace this sense of true self?”

In response, Zen teacher Sallie Tisdale makes the distinction between the 
relative “authentic self ” and the “true self,” our essential spiritual nature: 
“The incongruence you feel is not that uncommon. I would advise only that this 
‘felt identity’ is not your ‘true self.’ That self is not dependent on the 
physical body, intellect, spiritual practice or relationship. It cannot be 
obstructed by anything phenomenal.”

Andrew Holecek, a teacher in the Tibetan tradition, responded to the question 
in this way: “To become a Buddha (absolute) we first have to become fully human 
(relative). Your question suggests to me that you’re homesick for the absolute 
[i.e., holy longing], and that homesickness is expressing itself in this 
relative way. This is not to dismiss your desire to find a true form but to help 
you put it in perspective. Sex reassignment could be one step toward the 
recovery of the true self.”

Holecek continues: “Until we wake up to who we really are, we’re all victims 
of a primordial identity theft. You originally thought you were a man, only to 
find you’re actually a woman But the finite cannot contain the infinite. If we 
identify with that form, it will always feel like something is missing If you 
properly identify yourself as no-self, you will naturally express that 
selflessness as compassion and fulfill your longing—in any form.”

What happens in this context of gender fluidity when we meet the shadow on 
the spiritual path? What happens to the standard male/ female power dynamic if 
one person involved is nonbinary or trans? The universal internal image of a man 
in power and a female survivor no longer holds sway in the collective 
imagination with our expanding view of gender.

In her book Buddhism beyond Gender, Rita Gross explores “the prison of 
gender roles” from a Buddhist point of view. What has a greater hold on people’s 
imaginations or limits them more, she asks, than ideas about biological gender? 
But if clinging to gender identity does, indeed, create obstacles for us, why 
does the prison of gender roles remain so inescapable? In revealing the 
inadequacies of identifying with gender identity, Gross illuminates the 
suffering that results from clinging to any kind of identity at all.

Our widescale identity crisis has another crucial dimension: the climate 
crisis. Professionals of ecopsychology are demanding that we expand our 
awareness to include our habitat, the earth, and all living beings. As we 
recognize our interdependence with the web of life, we extend our identity to 
include more and more of reality.

An expanded environmental identity is intimately connected with the spiritual 
realization of nondual awareness: there is no separation between self and 
object. At that stage of awareness, how can one cause harm to another? If we 
recognize the Self (or no-self) in another person, animal, or tree, how can we 
not recognize that its suffering is our suffering? Ideally, the realization of 
this stage of awareness leads naturally to compassion, not to a moral rule.

As one teacher said to me, “Love is always directed to the Self.” In other 
words, there is only the Self (or non-self), so love and compassion should be 
inherent with the realization of nonduality.

The story of religious/spiritual practice in America is the story of human 
beings, after all. It is we who seek priests, teachers, practices, fellowships, 
sanghas, satsangs. It is we who become teachers, embody practices, run 
communities. So, in the end, this is our story. And, to state the obvious, we 
are human, which means we have shadows, unconscious parts, impulses, feelings, 
desires that we act out in ways that harm ourselves and others. Sometimes in 
ways that are unthinkably harmful.

But the shadow is not the whole story. This investigation has a mystery at 
the center of it—the human soul’s longing for transcendence, awakening, union 
with the divine beloved. I call this our holy longing.




The Holy Longing

To follow our holy longing, then, we must ask: What is spiritual 
integrity? The Latin root of integrity means soundness, wholeness, 
completeness. The French root means innocence, blamelessness, purity.

How can we learn to detect a violation of spiritual integrity before we are 
blinded by devotion or belief? That is, how can we cultivate shadow awareness, 
maintain our internal warning systems, and be guided by those higher voices, 
rather than by past wounds that keep us in traumatic patterns?

In professional religious or spiritual domains, this means the creation of 
institutions that honor both the autonomy of individual life and the 
interdependence of all life. If as teachers we don’t have the direct experience 
of this stage of unity with all life, we can hold the knowledge of it, build 
systems that respect it, and act accordingly. I suggest that leaders and their 
institutions also focus on teaching moral development, rather than assuming it 
will emerge with spiritual development. It clearly does not.

For individual believers in religious or spiritual settings, this antidote 
would include cultivating shadow awareness in ourselves and toward others, so 
that we are attuned to our own susceptibilities and to those of our teachers or 
clergy. If there’s a whiff of violation of spiritual integrity, we can turn 
within to trust our own intuition, and we can turn without to speak up to 
others. We can study moral development for ourselves as well. Our integrity 
would include speaking and behaving with honesty and transparency, not secrecy. 
It would include living with congruence (we do what we say), not hypocrisy. It 
would include cultivating our personal shadow awareness—that is, uncovering our 
blind spots that leave us at risk of acting out. And if we do make a hurtful 
comment or cross a boundary inappropriately, it would include taking full 
responsibility for our intentions and actions as either teachers or students. In 
addition, it would include listening to and supporting survivors of spiritual 
abuse, as well as whistleblowers who report survivor accounts.

Why, then, do we continue to imagine a religious or spiritual life without an 
encounter with darkness or a meeting with the shadow? Why do we continue to be 
shocked and betrayed when it erupts?

I am calling for a reimagination of religious and spiritual life—and a 
revised understanding of enlightenment or spiritual awakening—that expands to 
include the human shadow. It is not absent in anyone. It is not going anywhere. 
It is an inevitable part of the human search for identity and of the journey 
toward union with the divine.
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PROLOGUE

My Longing for the Light

A Meditation on Up

As a meditation practitioner for fifty years, I have been 
insane for the light. Like a moth diving into the flame, I sought to be consumed 
in the burning, cooked, turned to ash.

At times, on my knees, arms outstretched to the heavens, I beseeched my god. 
At other times, sitting still like a yogi for hours on end, my senses switched 
off, I turned an ear within to hear my god. Occasionally, for moments, the 
timbre of a celestial voice suggested itself; the horizon of another realm 
shimmered. But, at other times, disappointed and exhausted, I suffered the 
indifference of my god.

At the age of nineteen, I turned toward the East. The turn back did not begin 
until twelve years later. Today, in certain ways, I am still struggling to make 
the turn.

A student at UC Berkeley at the time, enjoying an intellectual, politically 
active, experimental lifestyle, I learned meditation for no holy reason or 
higher motivation but to date a man who would not get involved with me unless I 
learned the practice. I had no idea how this seemingly lighthearted decision 
would radically alter the course of my life.

After about a year of sitting, eyes closed and legs crossed, several internal 
changes had taken place: My chatterbox mind, usually highly active and alert, 
was quieting down. At bedtime, it was not full of obsessive or random thoughts 
that kept me awake. My breathing, too, was quieter, softer, and gentler, so that 
my body felt calm rather than agitated much of the time. Emotionally, I felt 
more stable. Friends commented that I seemed less angry.

As my emotional turmoil subsided, I grew less engaged politically with “the 
enemy” out there and more engaged with the battleground within. I also grew less 
interested in saving the world through social activism and more interested in 
saving myself through the development of consciousness. Increasingly drawn to 
the meditative state, to the ocean of silence that pulled me away from 
complicated relationships and toward the simple goal of making that silence 
permanent—enlightenment—I began to long for god.

I signed up for a monthlong retreat that involved meditating for many hours 
each day and listening to long lectures at night. Sitting in the hall that first 
morning, in the company of several thousand others whose own restless eagerness 
could not be detected in the stillness, I awaited the guru. I wanted to be calm 
yet alert, open yet unattached—in the correct state of mind for him. I wanted 
to please him already.

A door opened, and a tall, stately man in saffron robes glided into the room. 
A bushy beard, just beginning to gray, covered his face. He folded his knees 
beneath him on the couch and nodded to the room.

I beheld the image of serenity, depth, and self-sufficiency. He embodied 
freedom from suffering, ignorance, even death. I felt certain that I witnessed a 
complete, self-realized human being whose mere presence implied that I, too, 
could be free.

After several weeks, I was at home. I had found a small community of 
dedicated, like-minded seekers, an intellectually sophisticated and 
compassionate teacher, and, best of all, a simple practice that emptied my mind 
of trivial thoughts and filled my heart with love.

Almost without noticing it, I adopted wholesale a philosophy that ran counter 
to everything I had been taught. This philosophy held that the “real” world is 
an illusion. The only reality is consciousness. Pure awareness—big mind—can be 
reached only through meditation. Enlightenment or liberation from suffering is a 
result of the regular experience of pure awareness in meditation.

I began to believe that the way I led my life was the source of my pain. My 
attachment to people and things caused my suffering. The high stimulation of my 
lifestyle produced the stress in my nervous system, which agitated my mind, 
which triggered more desires, which led me to seek more stimulation, in an 
endless cycle of frustration and desire.

Like a key fitting into a lock, this teaching fit into some unknown part of 
me. As the message held a growing numinosity, the rest of life held less shine. 
The satisfaction of desires through personal love or creative work seemed 
futile. Working only to save money to go to more retreats, and socializing only 
with people who shared my worldview and my goal of enlightenment, I burned for 
god.

Very quickly, the spiritual group became my new family, harmonious and 
aligned, unlike my family of origin. My parents, from this new perspective, 
seemed lost to the world of materialism; my old friends seemed lost to the 
illusions of politics and romance.

I read voraciously in Eastern philosophy, assimilating its ideas until they 
were a part of me, flesh of my flesh. I found my life purpose and, like an arrow 
heading for the target, went off to a long retreat, where I meditated . . . and 
meditated . . . and meditated. When my back ached and my concentration faltered, 
I wondered what latent, nagging, restless urge led me to shut my eyes to the 
beauties of the world. But then my mind quieted for a moment, dipping into a 
delicious silence, and the questions evaporated.

After two months of a rigorous routine, I cast aside any remaining doubts and 
chose to become an instructor. I could hardly believe my good fortune. Like many 
before, I felt chosen—and certain that I had found the Way.

Again, I attended a women-only meditation retreat for several months. During 
that time, I practiced yoga, meditated, and ate simple meals. I did not get 
distracted by other stimuli. For all intents and purposes, I led a monastic 
life.

Near the end of that period, I was in an altered state of consciousness: 
deeply rested, yet hyper-awake inside. I did not need to sleep or dream—that 
is, to go under into unconsciousness. Instead, the inner wakefulness simply 
continued, whether I was lying down or walking around.

However, something else had changed as well. When I had joined this spiritual 
army, there had been no signs of regimentation, authoritarianism, hierarchy, or 
even rigid adherence to dogma. Perhaps because I knew nothing of the dark side, 
I couldn’t see it. But I believe that in its early years this organization was 
fairly tolerant and open-ended.

Slowly, this attitude shifted, stricter guidelines set in, and eventually an 
institutional hierarchy arose. There was no dramatic violation of my rights, no 
singular spiritual abuse from which to recover. I simply began to grow 
uncomfortable with what I observed in the group dynamics.

I spoke to friends about my growing discomfort. But no one wanted to hear. 
Growing alienated from those I loved most deeply, I began to question the 
teachings to which I had devoted my life. The more I questioned, the more the 
pain increased. And the questions kept coming:


	Why doesn’t this community feel like home anymore?

	Why is there a gap between the group’s public persona and its inner 
	workings?

	Why doesn’t anyone else admit that something is subtly wrong?

	What would my life be like without my spiritual family?

	How can I live without the hope of enlightenment or salvation?

	If I leave, can I continue to meditate, separating the practice from the 
	organization and its beliefs?

	How do I work through the grief of having invested more than a decade of 
	my life in this community that I no longer trust?



Just as the outside world had become unreal and dreamlike (maya) upon my 
discovery of Eastern philosophy, so now my spiritual world seemed like a bad 
dream.

At the end of the training, I stood at a fork in the road, about to make one 
of those major life choices that quickly rules out other options and forms a 
certain destiny: to continue my cloistered life with its sole focus on raising 
consciousness, or to return to the quotidian world, to ordinary people and 
ordinary dreams. Even then, the choice seemed to mean taking only one of two 
directions: up to the life of spirit or down to the world of matter; up to god 
or down to earth.

With a heart clouded by uncertainty, I boarded the next plane home. I never 
took official action, but other members knew that I had stepped out of the 
circle. I expected my closest friends to understand; they did not. More than 
that, they would speak to me no more. I returned to Los Angeles an apostate, 
without a friend, without a job, without faith.

Over the next ten years, I suffered a deep disillusionment with the 
meditation community and its teachings. I slowly began to look at each 
philosophical assumption from every angle, turning it around and around, 
examining it as if my life depended not on hanging on to it, but on seeing 
through it. I applied the discipline of mind I had developed through meditation 
to questioning the basic premises of the practice.
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