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“This splendid book is a crystal-clear guide to shamanic healing of ourselves and our relationships. I’m glad that Shamanic Healing for Toxic Relationships is now available in English. I wholeheartedly recommend it to anyone who wants to be a self-empowered and happier human being.”


—CARLOS PHILIP GLOVER, shamanic coach
 and author of Earth Wisdom Teachings
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“What a gift this book is. I marvelled at its clarity and the author’s successful endeavour to present and weave together key elements of maps through (amongst other terrains) psychology and shamanism. The complexity of being human and finding ourselves welded into invisible and heavy patterns is faced head on. Kindness, encouragement, and strength is the tone of mentorship all the way through. The author brings us what so many caught in these webs are needing: a compassionate manual that provides tools for release and means for spiritual and neurological reawakening. Stepping out of this book is like emerging into a new world theatre where you realize even more truly that your life is your own, ready to be taken by the horns, and that everything that has ever happened has been an invitation to explore and unlock even deeper freedom and meaning.”


—CAROL DAY, psychotherapist, artist,
 and author of Shamanic Dreaming
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Preface


We would all like relationships that enrich us, in which we are acknowledged and respected, have no need to pretend, and are accepted for who we are. In good relationships, this forms the basis for our life together.


In toxic relationships, we have a completely different situation. Due to the toxic personality structure of one or more of those involved, these relationships are poisoned, often resulting in the suffering of everyone involved – and life together becomes torture. Those concerned often find no way out and are left feeling powerless, trapped, and dependent.


If we want to permanently free ourselves from a toxic relationship and prevent ourselves from slipping back into similar patterns in the future, we need to track down the causes at the soul level, look at the underlying issues and patterns, and heal them. In this way, we create the conditions for fulfilling, happy relationships in which everyone involved respects, honours, and appreciates everyone else.


I myself grew up in an environment characterized by various toxic relationship structures, with all the negative consequences. My parents’ relationship, in particular, was a prime example of what we now call a toxic relationship. They made life hell for themselves and those in their immediate environment.


I had to work on myself for a long time to recognize the patterns that had shaped me and that I had partly internalized, and to heal my own behaviour. This enabled me to have fulfilling relationships that nourish me and my environment and allow me to grow—relationships in which I can show who I am, instead of conforming, hiding, belittling myself, and falling back on the behaviours I internalized in my childhood.


It took me a long time to understand why my parents didn’t separate and end this ordeal. Objectively speaking, such relationships are irrational, with both partners locked in a spiral of emotional abuse, verbal violence, and humiliation, culminating in physical violence; yet no one dares leave, a phenomenon that is difficult to understand. Today, I know that mutual dependency and entanglement keep those involved stuck in these patterns, and how difficult it is to break free from them if the soul has not been healed.


I explored many different psychological approaches on my path to self-healing and finding my way out of this dilemma, until finally I came across shamanism. In shamanism, I found ways to track down and heal the wounds that were deeply rooted in my soul. At the same time, I was able to recognize the underlying causes that lead us to persist in toxic behaviours and structures and not embark on the path to liberation and healing.


I have had personal experience with all the methods and paths I present in this book and have later accompanied clients in applying them. I have also developed or adapted many methods myself. The result is a shamanic soul path that reveals profound solutions, showing us how we can free ourselves from the prison of toxic relationship patterns in order to live permanently happy, nourishing, and fulfilling relationships.


I wish you an insightful journey that enables you to find a way out of your toxic relationships.


Stefan Limmer,
 Regensburg, April 2021
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Toxic Relationships


You and I – we are one.
 I cannot hurt you without hurting myself.


~ Mahatma Gandhi (1869–1948)




Reality and Illusion
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So far, the term “toxic relationship” has mainly been used for partnerships. This is certainly where we find its strongest manifestations and where the toxic elements are often very clearly visible, due to the fact that we associate certain ideas of love, security, acceptance, and happiness with a love relationship. If these expectations are not met, we are often greatly disappointed and quick to judge certain elements and behaviours characteristic of our partner negatively.


However, this book is not only about toxic love relationships; it is also about toxic friendships and acquaintances, toxic family systems, toxic work relationships, and toxic company structures.


Romantic relationships are not the only ones that can be toxic. Friends, work colleagues, or members of your family can also display toxic behaviour.


But what is a toxic relationship? Since many relationships contain elements and behaviours that we define as being toxic, it is difficult to give a clear definition. The transitions from a normal relationship to a toxic one are often fluid. This is less about a clear, rational perspective and more about individual perception. How are your relationships going? How do you feel when you are together or working with other people? Which feelings prevail?


Looking Reality in the Eye


In discussions with clients and sufferers, I have seen repeatedly that it often takes a long time for people to lay aside their illusions, their hopes, and their tendency to sugar-coat everything and look reality in the eye. This is certainly due to the fact that relationships that later turn out to be toxic seem more like Heaven on Earth at the beginning. We believe we have finally found our dream partner. We have finally landed in a company where we have only nice colleagues and a wonderful boss. We finally feel understood by our new friends and have a great deal of fun together. That is why we invest so much time and energy. We put our heart and soul into the relationship, relax, allow ourselves to be lulled into a sense of security, open up, and reveal a great deal about ourselves.


When, after a while, our initial euphoria turns out to be an illusion and subsequently, in most cases, gradually gives way to bitter reality, when it becomes apparent that the person—or people—in whom we have placed so much hope are increasingly degrading, hurting, manipulating, and using us, then it is difficult to accept this truth.


We prefer to cling to our memories of beautiful beginnings.


We believe and hope that everything will go back to how it was at the beginning, when we were floating on Cloud Nine. We talk ourselves out of reality and suppress the obvious fact that the relationship is nourishing us less and less and is instead costing us more and more energy and destroying our feeling of self-worth. We don’t want to recognize the power games, emotional blackmail, and manipulation that are increasingly affecting us and our well-being. We don’t want to admit to ourselves that the energy of the relationship is acting like a poison on us and is slowly but surely making us ill. We hope that everything will go back to how it was in the beginning.


So we invest even more energy, put up with all the humiliating behaviour, allow ourselves to be debased and belittled, always hoping that we are only imagining things and that the other person will change for the better again and that everything will go back to how it was in the beginning. This exacerbates the downward spiral even more. We belittle ourselves, become even more vulnerable, and slide deeper and deeper into the toxic relationship. We forget our sovereignty and our own strength. We sacrifice ourselves and increasingly allow ourselves to become a plaything for the sensitivities and the sick, inhumane behaviour of our partner, boss, friend, mother, father, and others.


For people who have never experienced a toxic relationship, it may be incomprehensible as to why someone would allow themselves to be treated in this way and even defend those who degrade and manipulate them; why the people in question set no clear boundaries, if they are not being respected, and free themselves from these relationships. Even those concerned often don’t understand why they cannot let go and choose to remain in an obviously unbearable relationship.


This is caused by certain elements and patterns within the psyche that are always similar or even identical and prevent us from simply freeing ourselves and ending the relationships concerned. This has become apparent in my work with clients and sufferers, as well as in my own experiences with toxic relationships.


Let us first look at how we can recognize a toxic relationship.
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Indicators of Toxic Relationships
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How can we determine whether our relationships contain toxic elements? One key is that those involved take on certain roles—victim, perpetrator, and rescuer (see pages 22–31)—and this role model forms the basis of the relationship. However, it is not uncommon for those involved to swap roles. The following statements describe the situation from the victim’s perspective, but you may also recognize yourself in the role of the perpetrator:




	You frequently feel uncomfortable. You are often not able to understand exactly why that should be so, but you realize that something is wrong.


	You feel as if you are being taken advantage of. Somehow you end up with all the work. Your toxic opposite keeps managing to delegate work to you, even though it is actually (also) theirs. You are becoming the general dogsbody to an ever greater degree and have less and less time for your own interests.


	You feel small and inferior and are never good enough. No matter how hard you try, you are constantly criticized and your achievements are not appreciated. You gradually lose your feeling for whether you are doing something right or wrong. There is nothing you can rely on. Your toxic opposite number:


	Your opposite number has permanent mood swings. You never know where you stand. One minute they are in a good mood, the next they are aggressive, angry, dismissive, and so on, and blame their moods on you. Even if there is no reason for it and you have no idea what you have done wrong yet again, you are made to understand that it is all your fault.


	One minute you are the centre of attention, the next you are being completely ignored. One minute your opposite number is showing you love and complimenting you, the next they are depriving you of their love and insulting you, ignoring you, and punishing you with indifference.


	Your opposite number is deliberately manipulating you with their whims and mood swings, blaming and hurting you, and so on. You do what they want you to do in the hope that you will win their attention, recognition, or affection.


	Your opposite number is rarely balanced and instead fluctuates between extremes.


	You no longer dare to be open about how you are feeling.


	You are pretending and playing a role that doesn’t correspond to your true nature.


	Everything you do or say leads to misunderstandings and is misinterpreted. No matter what you say, it will always be twisted and used against you.


	You are neglecting other friendships and contacts. Your toxic opposite number manipulates you here too and puts down your friends, family, colleagues, and others. They criticize your hobbies and your interactions with other people, zeroing in on others’ weaknesses as unacceptable behaviour and prohibiting you from further contact and interactions.


	Discussions are not constructive and almost always end in an argument, which is, of course, your fault.


	Your opposite number exploits your every weakness, no matter how small, and hurts you and instils feelings of guilt in you.


	Although you are the one being used and manipulated, you still find a reason to defend your opposite number and explain to yourself or others why everything is really not so bad.


	Your energy dwindles, and you are completely exhausted. To stop being exposed to this constant stress, you agree with everything your opposite says and deny your own self. You feel powerless and no longer have any connection to yourself, your self-love and self-worth, or your inner strength and vigour.





If we take the actions of our toxic opposite number as our starting point, we can identify the following characteristics and behaviours in toxic relationships:




	everything revolves around satisfying their own needs


	overpowering ego


	selfishness


	sadism


	emotional blackmail


	withdrawal of love


	punishment


	degradation


	
belittlement


	making fun of others


	showing no appreciation at all


	assignment of blame


	permanent or recurring criticism


	emotional and physical abuse


	manipulation


	isolation of the victim


	reinterpretation of reality and truth


	lies and false claims


	unclear and contradictory behaviour so that others can never get it right


	“I am the king; all others are my subjects.”


	“Gaslighting”: the deliberate disorientation and manipulation of the victim, and the promotion of deep insecurity, which gradually deforms and destroys the latter’s sense of reality and self-awareness.





There are many other characteristics and variations, but they are all based on the basic pattern of manipulation and belittlement.


Recognizing Your Own Situation


We don’t yet have exact figures on how many people are affected by toxic relationships, and studies are insufficient and few and far between. However, it is essential to understand your feelings and have a clear sense of when selfishness leads to pathological behaviour. That’s because, in a web of toxic relationships, those affected have often lost their feelings of trust in themselves, so it is all the more important to seek help so they can honestly and objectively assess their situation.


One thing is clear: No one has the right to harm, restrict, manipulate, or abuse others emotionally, physically, or mentally in any way.


Disputes and Crises Are Normal


Not every argument and crisis is necessarily an indication of a toxic relationship. Up to a certain point, crises, conflicts, and disputes are normal and necessary. They are part of the process and help us in our common development and our problem-solving endeavours.


In a good relationship it should be possible to genuinely apologize after an argument, and there should be a willingness to work on oneself so that negative behaviour is not repeated.


Conflicts must be resolved in a way that is acceptable to all concerned and, even if the dispute has been heated, solutions should be sought constructively, respectfully, and take place on an equal footing. Whether a relationship can be labelled toxic or not has less to do with the frequency of conflicts and more to do with how all those concerned deal with the particular situation.


When we connect with self-love, we can develop a stable personality.


Equally, not every emotional injury is a sign of a toxic relationship. No one is perfect; we all come up against our limits from time to time in our dealings with other people. If our own unhealed wounds and traumas from the past are activated, we leave the rational level of the mature, reflective person and fall back into (early) childish behaviour patterns. We lash out wildly and can easily hurt the other person with our words or our behaviour. If we learn from this and look to our own healing, we can heal and forgive old wounds. Our connection to self-love can be substantiated and, over time, we can become a person who is capable of loving and respectful encounters.


What Needs to Be Done?


If you realize that you are stuck in a toxic relationship, the first thing you need to do is be honest: Don’t lie to yourself anymore or indulge in any more illusions. To help with this, find a neutral person to talk to. It could be a professional therapist or coach or someone close to you whom you trust—someone who won’t manipulate you or impose their own solutions on you can help you see your situation objectively. Only when you recognize that you have a massive relationship problem can you start to change things.


Once you have become aware of the problem, it is time to take action. It is essential to have an open discussion with your opposite number, appropriate to the situation, where you can clarify whether they are willing to work with you to find real solutions. In the case of a toxic relationship in a work environment, for example, an external moderator can be brought in; in toxic family systems, family therapy or systemic therapy can help; in friendships, an honest willingness to find a new basis for the friendship is important; and in romantic relationships, couples therapy can help find a solution.


Ending a toxic relationship is often the only way to avoid losing yourself completely.


No matter what role you are currently playing in the toxic relationship—victim, perpetrator, or rescuer—the process of freeing yourself from it always starts with you.


The causes of toxic relationships and toxic relationship patterns can always be found stored in our soul and in levels of consciousness that are not normally accessible to us. It is, therefore, essential to free yourself from your own subconscious and intrapsychic patterns; that is, those that take place within the mind, or psyche. Otherwise, we end a toxic relationship, break off contact with our parents, relatives, and friends or quit our job, only to slip back into similar negative relationships and addictions within a short space of time.


This has nothing to do with guilt (see page 48), even though you may feel guilty; instead, it is about genuine inner healing. Blame definitely won’t get you anywhere.


Professional Help


If you realize that you are stuck in a toxic relationship, or several toxic relationships, and you don’t have the strength to get out of it yourself, then you should definitely seek professional help from a therapist who is familiar with the problem. It is often only possible to make the leap when fundamental soul issues have been resolved, and access to your own inner wisdom, self-love and self-worth, and inner creative power has been reactivated.


This book and the methods presented in it offer you help and support and aid you in understanding your situation. This may not be enough and you may still not be able to muster enough strength and willpower to free yourself. In this case, the support of a therapist is highly recommended.


Ego Arises Out of a Feeling of Separation


Our behaviour, especially in relationships, is often shaped by an ego that has arisen from a wounded soul.


A soul entering this world in order to incarnate carries the divine spark of universal, all-encompassing, unconditional love. It understands the nature of the universe and has a specific intention that it wants to realize here on Earth. To do this, it enters into a relationship with the world and other human beings.


In the material world, this soul encounters other energies that are in conflict with its intention, and it is confronted by negative human feelings. This means that the soul is repeatedly hurt by its parents, the environment, and society and slowly loses its connection to all-encompassing love.


Although this love is still stored deep inside, normal consciousness can no longer access it.


Soul injuries allow the ego to grow and inhibit our connection to love.


These injuries and the lack of connection to love lead to a feeling of loneliness and separation. In order to overcome this pain and no longer have to feel it, the ego is born, which from then on tries to re-establish a feeling of connection through substitute strategies. The inner boycotter—the part of us that derails us again and again and often makes life difficult by putting obstacles in our way—becomes the ego’s most powerful ally.
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Victims, Perpetrators, and Rescuers
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In order to understand toxic relationships, it is not enough to point the finger at the supposed “bad guys.” Toxic behaviour such as that described earlier is, of course, unacceptable. No one has the right to manipulate, belittle, instrumentalize, or abuse another person to satisfy their own deficits, as happens in toxic relationships.


In this respect, it is essential to set clear boundaries and not tolerate or justify such behaviour under any circumstances.


However, practice shows that there are certain subconscious role patterns that cause some people to stumble from one toxic relationship into the next. To permanently free ourselves from these patterns, we must get to grips with them and with ourselves. So let us take a look at how people act, and what basic patterns they follow.


The Victim–Perpetrator–Rescuer Mechanism


As long as we carry a wounded ego within us, and this wounded ego is in control, we tend to adopt certain role patterns. In toxic relationships, in particular, we usually find a clear division of roles among victim, perpetrator, and rescuer models.


To be clear from the outset: We are not victims, perpetrators, or rescuers; we only identify with these roles in changing constellations of behaviour. For example, a person may not take on any of these roles at work and act confidently from their inner creativity and wisdom. When this person meets their parents, however, they may suddenly fall into the role of victim and stoically put up with their parents’ belittling behaviour. In their marriage, on the other hand, this person may act as an abuser, disregard the needs of their partner and children, focus primarily on their own selfish interests, and act in an angry and manipulative manner.


We identify with the roles of victim, perpetrator, and rescuer in changing constellations.


Most of the time we don’t realize that by unconsciously identifying with these roles, we are perpetuating a nightmare that makes it impossible for us to lead a creative life in freedom and love and build nurturing relationships. The goal here is, therefore, to question your own role behaviour, step out of these roles, and connect with your inner creative power in order to act from an inner state of wholeness and freedom combined with love.


Let us take a closer look at the individual roles with which we identify in our relationships. Note, however, that they rarely occur in pure form.


The Role of the Victim


The victim feels powerless and weak. Helpless to do anything about it, they witness time and again how others simply trample over their boundaries. Nobody really takes them into consideration, and all too often their needs are ignored. People in the victim role are repeatedly abused, manipulated, beaten, or humiliated by the perpetrators; they serve as a punching bag for the whims of the “strong.” Life doesn’t seem to be on their side. No matter what they do, they are the eternal losers. They never manage to succeed at anything.


If a person identifies with this role in a certain area of life, they automatically relinquish all responsibility for their life. It is always the fault of others—their bad parents, their family, the power-hungry colleague, the adverse circumstances, life, or a God who doesn’t help them.


The victim recognizes neither their own responsibility nor their own creative power. They don’t (yet) know that they are stuck in a role. Recognizing this is the first step towards taking other paths and doing something, despite the difficult circumstances. It then becomes possible for them to heal their soul and leave toxic relationship patterns behind, so that they can shape their life creatively in the future and build fulfilling relationships.


The Role of the Perpetrator


The perpetrator actually has the same inner emotional problem as the victim; they have just unconsciously decided to adopt opposite life strategies. Cut off from their natural compassion and their true inner strength, they go through life ruthlessly. They are constantly ready for battle and see the earth as a planet where only the strongest survive. They take whatever they want, hurt other people, exploit animals and nature, and are always polishing their winner image.


If we want to free ourselves from these roles, the path is through healing our soul.


The perpetrator needs the victim as a counterpart, be it in personal relationships, work relationships, friendships, or within the family. They use people (or even animals or nature) to repeatedly prove their superiority and strength. Especially in relationships with other people, they act ruthlessly and use all possible means of manipulation and degradation just to make themselves feel strong.


The Role of the Rescuer


In toxic relationships, it is possible for the rescuer role to be taken on by one of the parties involved as well as by outsiders.
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