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Self is everywhere, shining forth from all beings,
vaster than the vast, subtler than the most subtle,
unreachable, yet nearer than breath, than heartbeat.
Eye cannot see it, ear cannot hear it nor tongue
utter it; only in deep absorption can the mind,
grown pure and silent, merge with the formless truth.
As soon as you find it, you are free; you have found yourself;
you have solved the great riddle; your heart forever is at peace.
Whole, you enter the Whole. Your personal self
returns to its radiant, intimate, deathless source.

 

Mundaka Upanishad
(c. 8th–5th century BCE)


Introduction

 

 

If our past shapes us, is it permanent? Can we ever become free of it?

Few of us are not limited in some way by events in our past, and while our parents are frequently (and often unfairly) blamed for our deficiencies, none of us is perfect and it is not only our parents who have determined who we are.

There are parts of our lives with which we might be less than satisfied. We might wish we were more effective or successful or that our relationships were more fulfilling. But often it is not just a matter of being more effective or more successful in our lives, or about being loved or loving in the way we wish. Often it is a feeling that we are not in control of our lives, or not expressing ourselves as we truly are. We find ourselves acting in ways that we would rather not. We may feel the ‘real’ us hasn’t yet come out, or that parts of us are frozen or undeveloped. Or perhaps we really don’t know who we are and we hope we are not who we seem to be, or who people seem to think we are.

To find out who we are, it’s easier to start with who we are not. In working out how we can become more ‘authentic’ it helps to have a structured approach. As a transpersonal psychotherapist I work with people who want not only to find effective approaches to personal problems, but also to explore possibilities, to grow as human beings to where life is exciting, challenging and fun. At a certain stage there is a spiritual element that goes beyond the physical and material to a sense of something far greater than ourselves.

We have the ability to connect to this greater something in our daily interactions. I work holistically, as an energetic healer where needed, as well as in more conventional modes of talk therapy. I use subtle vision and facilitate in clients altered states of awareness that can reveal the source of a problem and defuse it, enabling lasting change. Often sessions are deeply meditative in nature. The aim is to connect people to more meaningful experiences of themselves, to increase spiritual consciousness and personal freedom. As a result this book deals with deep states of awareness as well as Aha! moments that can liberate us from identifying with our limitations. This book represents the major part of my work with clients and students specifically on Characters.

Characters are sub-personalities that are conditioned into us and which we hide behind—and which often take over at the most inappropriate times. Characters show us different aspects—fragmented reflections—of ourselves, like a mosaic made of fragments of mirror. One aim of working with Characters is that eventually we see ourselves truly, no longer fractured or distorted, but whole and a pleasure to see. Working with Characters is life-changing.

Many of the explorations in this book come directly from workshops and sessions with clients, or from my own life and observations. Those clients whose stories are partly reproduced here have graciously agreed to their inclusion. I am grateful for their generosity and honesty, and for sharing their explorations in the service of a better understanding of Characters. I hope you will find the Character capsules and commentaries as fascinating as we have, and that you are able to make this approach to self-realisation useful.

In this book I have used a capital letter to differentiate what I mean by Character, from character in the more usual sense as a person’s distinguishing qualities or moral constitution. I also commonly refer to a Character’s emotion with a capital letter to differentiate it from a more transient emotion. So, an Angry Character is different to a person who may occasionally get angry at something, but is not chronically angry at everything in his life. A Sad or Grief-struck Character is sad about everything, not just an event or situation that warrants it on occasion. When talking about Professional Characters, I am referring to a set of formulaic behaviours adopted by some people in the pursuit of their professions: for example, the Doctor Character, Accountant or Teacher. And to avoid the clumsiness of ‘he or she’ I have alternated between using both genders.

The many stories in these pages are not intended to be clinical case studies, but rather capsules designed to exemplify points for Character differentiation or identification. While each Character is based on a number of different people, none is intended to identify a specific, living person; rather I have sought to depict a Character in its most typical form, and aimed for emotional truth rather than biographical facts. It is not intended that Characters are identified with either gender where a Character is not gender-specific. In general, a Character is not the whole person. It is a construct and not quite authentic.

Similarly, I also refer to a conscious and deliberate Role with a capital letter to differentiate it from a role in the ordinary sense. A Character can consciously be ‘taken over’ and made into a Role—a more evolved and higher functioning way of behaving and relating, where we are no longer enslaved by the unconscious compulsions and limitations of our Characters, and where we become more authentic and true. The calm rationality of a Role is like a peaceful island in a sea of sharks. Through this process we can eventually come to our Archetype—the individual blueprint or higher design that we may sense is guiding our evolution, and the limitless potential within us that is waiting to unfold.

In essence, this book is about a spiritual quest. It’s about finding out who we truly are and our place in the universe. It’s about finding a path that leads us to the divine spark within us, that takes us home to oneness.

I hope this books helps you on your own personal journey towards healing and wholeness.

Avril Carruthers


PART I

A cast of thousands:
Characters
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All the world’s a stage,
And all the men and women merely players:
They have their exits and their entrances;
And one man in his time plays many parts.

William Shakespeare
As You Like It (Act 2, scene 7)


1
Slipping out of Character

Tara and Sean met while skiing and in the fire of their instant mutual attraction wondered why the entire mountain had not immediately melted. It became a joke between them—that somehow they seemed to be existing on an exalted, parallel universe.

Being in love, the world shone with extraordinary magic. Their breath stopped for long moments in the silence of pristine fallen snow. Sunlit ice hanging from trees sparked sudden tears of joy. In the exhilaration of flying down the mountain on skis they felt like gods. At the end of each perfect day their heads touched over mugs of mulled glühwein around the open fireplace where they read complete acceptance in each other’s eyes. Shared laughter deepened a delicious sense of expansion and infinite possibility. Each felt they had met The One. By the end of their holiday—two short weeks—they had decided to live together. Within a month of moving in, they decided to get married. Such was the momentum of their holiday romance—but so much is ignored when we are in love that it wasn’t until the wedding night that serious alarm bells began to ring for Tara. By the end of their honeymoon Tara was inwardly disillusioned, bewildered and disappointed.

And once they were back home in the city, going to work, Tara and Sean found to their increasing dismay that the person they thought to be their soulmate was someone else. Their love was not enough. In reality, their values, backgrounds and intellectual interests were poles apart—even though they had seemed in perfect agreement on holiday. Their styles of communicating were also incompatible. Sean rarely talked about his feelings and was oblivious to his own or other people’s emotions. On the other hand, Tara was acutely aware of how she and others were feeling. And when she talked from her intellectual background, referring to ideas and philosophies he had never heard about, Sean laughed and called her a high-brow snob.

Tara was even more astounded at how Sean, who had happily shared housework and cooking as well as recreational pursuits before the wedding, seemed to change after they were married. She accused him of being a male chauvinist like his father, who went out to the footy and the pub with his mates while Sean’s mother worked full time, held down two jobs, did the housework, mothered two kids and paid the bills. They were spending barely any time together. In alarm at her own bad judgment, Tara retreated from the relationship. Complaining that Tara was too cerebral, critical and closed, Sean used this to justify a series of one-night stands and an extramarital affair, which he kept secret from Tara but not his mates.

Despite a brief round of couple counselling, the marriage foundered within a year. Only once, on another two-week holiday together, did they manage to recapture some of the rapture of the early days of their relationship. But when they returned home, the old frustration resurfaced.

What had happened?

When Tara and Sean were on holiday they allowed themselves far more freedom to enjoy themselves. Their personal barriers dropped, they were able to accept each other unconditionally and each found the other a perfect partner. In these loving moments, they appeared as the other wanted them to be and not how they truly were. Once they were home, the constraints of their daily life and their conditioning clicked back in, and they were astonished at their differences.

What they discovered was that their Holiday Characters had fallen in love. Had they not been on holiday, neither of them would have been attracted to the other. Sadly, and with varying degrees of blame, they separated and went on with their lives.

A common charade

Tara and Sean aren’t alone in this experience. We all have a number of Characters within us. There are scores more we can observe in our families and friends, colleagues, in movies or TV sitcoms that amount to a cast of thousands. They are sub-personalities, or parts of ourselves which appear automatically in certain situations. We may have different Characters on holiday, at work, at home, when driving, shopping or playing sport, or in any situation that requires a prescribed set of actions or behaviours. Our Characters are automatic in the sense that while we are ‘in’ a certain Character, we do not think consciously about what we are doing or how we are behaving.

For example, if we’re visiting our parents after living on our own for some time, we might be annoyed if they still treat us as though we are still a child living under their roof. Still more disconcertingly, we might find we are acting in the same way we did then, even though we behave like independent adults in every other part of our lives. Characters are often automatic ways of behaving, depending on where we are and who we are with.

At work, our boss may consider we are a Desk Slave while our partner at home, who is privy to our sarcastic comments about office politics, sees us as a Strategic Game Player. Our parents may see us as a High Achiever or Loser, while our children may see us as their Heroes or Uncool. To an extent, the ways we behave with different people cement their ideas of who we are. We are then more likely to fall into that way of acting whenever we are with them.

We may not be aware that we behave differently with different people. We assume we are the same with everyone most of the time, while others behave differently towards us. While we might feel we are spontaneous, laid-back or just normal, it may actually be our personal cast of Characters, automatically rotating as needed.

Characters can be just one mask, or sometimes a series of masks, behind which we hide. They allow us to feel safe and unchallenged in certain situations. However, their behaviour is so automatic that they can prevent us from consciously running our own lives.

Sometimes, as with Tara and Sean, they can lead us into disasters.


2
Slipping into Character

The best way to identify that we are in a Character is when we can see that the way we are behaving around a certain person or situation is somehow dictated by that person or situation. Without realising it we slip into a conditioned way of acting that is a Character.

Characters are our unconscious reactions to repeated or intense situations that occurred in our past. Usually they developed at an early age, and they continue to operate in our adult lives because we are used to them and because they ‘work’ for us. They are so much a part of us we believe we are our Characters.

We think we are individual, but the same basic Characters are identifiable in many people. These Characters have the same agendas and illusions, the same thoughts, desires and fears. They can be picked out by a certain look, by their body language and clothes that reflect their self-image.

We tend to notice them in ourselves first when they stop working for us, when we feel unhappy or uncomfortable in specific situations around certain people. Whenever we feel we are behaving in a way that is not truly us, it’s likely to be a Character that is driving our behaviour.

How a Character begins

A Character can be formed early in our lives when painful events leave a deep and lasting impression. The way we reacted at that time enabled us somehow to ‘survive’. How our parents treated us, even if they were mostly caring and loving, the way they conducted themselves, and the expectations they placed on us all play their part in determining the nature of a Character.

If we’ve had early brushes with domineering authority figures, we can develop a Submissive or Compliant Character to help us cope. While this may help while we are small, dependent and vulnerable, in general it doesn’t help us as an adult. Alternatively, if we hate being controlled, we might develop a Rebel Character. It might make us feel strong in certain situations, and this pattern may continue into adulthood even when inappropriate, where we wonder why everyone is in conflict with us and life is so difficult.

Conditioning

Conditioning occurs when specific behaviours receive a reward or positive reinforcement, leading to an increase in such behaviours. Negative reinforcement or punishment can also condition behaviour, in avoidance of what we perceive as preceding—or causing—the punishment.

If winning is important to our parents and they showed us their disappointment when we did not come first, this conditions us to do well to make them proud and impress the extended family. We get so used to it from an early age that we accept it as normal. We might develop a High Achiever Character—a Straight-A Student or a Star Athlete—to please our parents, or to prove early critics and detractors wrong. The Character might not reflect at all who we really are, or how we want to be.

Looking at Tara and Sean’s Holiday Characters from this perspective, each of them had developed Workaholic Characters that operated most of the week at their jobs. Their Holiday Characters were the opposite. When not concerned with responsibilities and deadlines, they allowed themselves to let go. It made them feel a little drunk, and their judgment loosened accordingly.

There are other influences that create Characters. Our religious institutions and our national, cultural and genetic backgrounds are all significant factors. Our gender and our social and financial status can be important too, as can a city or rural upbringing, or even the local climate. A Character moulded in a cold northern climate, for example, where sunlight hours are short and not to be wasted, is conditioned to be purposeful and goal-orientated. A Character developed in a tropical climate, where siestas in the middle of the day are the norm, contrasts enormously. The evening meal is late and out of doors, and there’s a relaxed attitude to work and punctuality. These and other conditioning elements are so much a part of our lives that we don’t realise how much they shape us.

When childhood events are too painful, we suppress our memory of them. Often we only recall these hurts when similar situations arise. Sometimes, as we reflect on certain patterns in our lives and where these began, we recall unhappy situations we’d partly forgotten about. When we can step back and see how a certain Character behaves, we can often see where this survival behaviour came from. The great gift is that in seeing this as adults we are able to make better choices.

Hey little girl

The Little Girl is a Character we often see, and Maddie had one even though she is an astute businesswoman with her own consultancy. She was independent and brilliant as long as she was not in a relationship. When she was dating and it was getting serious, she changed from a mature, smart woman into a needy Little Girl. As a child she had developed a Little Girl Character to deal with the demands placed on her by her benevolent, but intrusive, father. The Character worked because her father approved of her more when she appeared sweet and innocent, when she asked for and followed his advice, when she accepted his generosity and was affectionately grateful. Having seen his alarm if ever she had ideas that were different to his, or when she tried to go her own way, she moulded herself to try to guarantee his love. Over time she automatically behaved submissively around him. Her father’s approval became more important to her than her independence, and even her own idea of who she was. She became insecure and needy of his love.

The Little Girl Character was triggered in Maddie whenever she was in the presence of men like her father or any authority figure. In adult relationships, the Little Girl Character prevented her being an equal. Because she had disempowered herself, she had to resort to indirect, manipulative means to get what she needed and wanted. She deferred to the man’s opinions, and she preferred to please him and fit in with his life than develop her own interests. Her life was moulded into his—a fact she only realised when her most recent love affair ended: his life continued as before, while hers changed radically, and even after they split up, her ex-partner’s opinion of her still mattered more than her own.

The Little Girl Character is easy to pick. You might see her in the woman who smiles coyly and has a thin, high-pitched voice. She’s excessively sweet. She twists her hair with her fingers and looks up through her lashes with lowered head. She uses covert manipulation, sexual games or tantrums to get what she wants. Frequently she craves attention to prove she is loved. If people consistently give in to her, the Little Girl Character becomes so automatic and entrenched that she may be quite unaware of how the Character takes over in her daily life, especially when she feels powerless. Famous examples include Marilyn Monroe and Princess Diana, both of whom used celebrity and public adulation to compensate for deep insecurities, while punishing themselves with self-destructive behaviour.

The Little Girl or the Little Boy may be created from a range of different family scenarios. Parents may have been distant or cold. They may have been dominating authority figures, whose love is conditional on prescribed behaviour. The youngest child in a family might adopt this role after being spoiled, or by feeling she can never measure up to the achievements of her siblings. Other Characters such as High Achiever, Mediator, Sports Star or Black Sheep may have been already taken by older brothers and sisters in the family. Often the only Character left for the youngest child is the Cute one.

Variations on the Little Girl or Boy are the Invalid/Chronically Ill, Scapegoat or Victim. An Invalid or a Victim Character develops when being sick or acting helpless are guaranteed means of getting attention or love, or being safe. In a Victim Character, fear can keep the person immobilised and tentative much of their life, long after the frightening influence has gone. Residual fear means we project the same expectation of danger or oppression everywhere, even in harmless situations, something experienced by any marginalised minority group within a society. A Scapegoat Character has somehow agreed to be the problem child in the family. This allows the other members to believe they don’t have problems of their own because the focus of their attention is on the Scapegoat, who has yet again got into trouble.

What the real people inside these Characters have in common is that they all feel relatively powerless and compelled to fulfil a role that becomes expected of them.

Why can’t my Little Girl Character just grow up?

The good news is that, with recognition and conscious effort, disempowered Characters like the Little Girl can mature. The Little Girl Character might fail to work if she meets someone who wants her to be more self-determined or take responsibility for herself. Alternatively, she might come to the realisation that by being the Pleaser she is no longer getting what she wants from a relationship, that her partner takes her for granted, is inconsiderate or not worthy of her over-accommodating ways.

When a woman becomes aware that the Little Girl no longer works for her, the real person within might be alarmed and dismayed, because for so long she has relied on the Character to keep her true Self hidden. She may begin to despise the Little Girl’s automatic emergence whenever she is with fatherly men. The real person within is the key here. She is not the Little Girl Character but someone altogether different, someone she has yet to discover.

Growing out of a Character is like a butterfly emerging from a chrysalis.


3
Past trauma, present pain

The reason behind the automatic nature of our Characters is intriguing. Behaviour alone does not give the full picture. To change—to become more ourselves—we need to go deeper.

Twenty-year-old Rudy was upset when he came to see me. A few days before, he’d been parked at the beach with his gorgeous new girlfriend Leila, on a beautiful, moonlit night. He was in love and Leila was warm, smart and funny. Although he’d felt vaguely uneasy when they’d first arrived at the beach, he’d ignored it, looking forward to getting closer to his girl. Leila was showing him how much she wanted him too, when without warning something inside Rudy exploded and he pushed her away.

Rudy was furious, but didn’t understand why. He got out of the car, intending to clear his head. Instead he found himself having a panic attack. His breathing became difficult and he felt feverish and cold by turns. The darkened beach and esplanade seemed full of flashing lights and distorted, threatening sounds. As he told me about it, his face was anxious and haunted. Not least of his concerns was that Leila now thought he was crazy.

Back we went through Rudy’s past, gently peeling away layers of similar situations to see if we could source his unease. One by one Rudy experienced past incidents, discharging the emotion around them as he went. Eventually, he uncovered a situation he’d never remembered before.

Boy interrupted

It was his fifth birthday. He was at the same beach, on the same esplanade with his family on a Sunday afternoon. Rudy could hear the waves crashing on the sand and the wind in the pines. As he relived the smells of the salt-laden air, fish’n’chips, vinegar and sunscreen, they brought back memories of his early childhood. He could hear the excited screams and laughs of children playing in the background.

Rudy was riding his new BMX bike without training wheels for the first time. Momentarily he lost control and careened off the esplanade into the path of an oncoming bus. The bus screeched to a halt, knocking him from his bike. Rudy recalled seeing his body lying there on the road, unconscious and bleeding, as though he were floating some feet above his body, while frantic adults and stunned children hovered over him.

Though he was unconscious at the time, Rudy’s brain recorded everything he could hear and feel at a subconscious level. It captured the impact of the collision, his body being thrown through the air and falling to hard asphalt. The memory was absorbed into the cells of his muscles, tissues, bones and organs. Rudy was aware of the bus driver as the man rushed to his side, saying, ‘Oh my God, is he dead? Is he dead? I couldn’t stop! He came out of nowhere, I didn’t see him and I couldn’t stop in time!’ Rudy’s unconscious mind had also absorbed the deep pain and shock the driver felt as he knelt by Rudy’s side. He could make out frantic voices and footsteps as people came running towards him. All around him were voices full of fear asking what had happened, had the ambulance been called, was there a blanket to cover him, as the boy was in shock. Someone warned the onlookers not to move him in case he had a spinal injury. Rudy heard his mother’s voice, full of guilt and terror, saying she’d told him to be careful, but he never listened, and was he all right? He heard someone say his bike was wrecked and would never be the same. Over these voices he heard the ambulance siren and then the calm, professional voices of the paramedics assessing him and recording vital observations as they transported his unconscious body in the wailing ambulance to the hospital.

As Rudy re-experienced in the session what had happened so long ago, his muscles were tense with the urgency that had underscored everything that day.

The morning after the accident Rudy recovered consciousness in hospital. He had a very sore head, concussion, a broken collarbone and leg, but he remembered nothing of the accident. His parents, feeling guilty and wanting to save him further trauma, simply told him that he’d fallen off his bicycle. They never referred to the accident in detail again.

Invisible influences

When Rudy returned to school, his teacher noticed some differences in the bright boy she’d grown fond of in his first few months. Rudy was now belligerent and moody. In the playground he would launch into fights and seemed unable to stop. In class he seemed distracted; he squinted to see the blackboard. When his teacher spoke to him Rudy appeared not to hear her. He was not the same boy. Medical tests failed to show any physical causes—his eyesight and his hearing were normal.

Rudy had to repeat his year and spent the rest of his time at school in the remedial class with developmentally disabled children. Strangely, his IQ was erratic. Sometimes it tested as high and sometimes below normal. He was diagnosed with Attention Deficit Hyperactive Disorder (ADHD) and prescribed Ritalin. Rudy believed he was stupid. He left school at fifteen, trying one job and apprenticeship after another, but never lasting long at anything. His Stupid Character was impatient and failed to finish tasks. He often misheard instructions and would get frustrated and rebellious. His insubordination to authority got him into trouble. His Stupid and Rebel Characters warred within him.

Rudy began to take drugs apart from the amphetamine-like Ritalin he had been prescribed. After a drug-induced psychotic episode, Rudy had a stretch in rehab. A few months afterwards, he met Leila and fell in love. He was apprenticed to a chef and things seemed to be looking up—until this recent, inexplicable incident.

The healing process

Some weeks of therapy ensued, during which Rudy re-experienced the accident and discharged the emotional pain as well as the cellular memory of it in his body. Reliving it consciously, with an adult’s understanding, meant he was able to experience the incident more fully than he had as a child. What had been suppressed in his memory, he was now able to feel consciously and resolve.

Rudy’s recollections were corroborated by his parents, who still felt some guilt over the incident. Rudy realised that certain words and phrases he’d heard while he was unconscious, which he’d been unable to make sense of, had exerted a powerful effect every time he found himself uncertain or threatened. Phrases such as ‘I couldn’t stop’, ‘I didn’t see’, ‘he never listens’, and ‘it (his bike) will never be the same, it’s wrecked’, remained in Rudy’s mind like post-hypnotic suggestions. They made him feel helpless and out of control, and this had become apparent in his inattention, impatience and belligerence at school.

The smell of salt in the air and the sound of waves, a siren or simply a screech of brakes in traffic also triggered feelings of helplessness, as he’d felt after the accident.

With Leila, just when he was opening his heart to more joy and love than he had yet experienced, these recollections and long-buried trauma at the very same beach had surfaced. Leila’s physical closeness—like the ambulance paramedics attending him so long ago—had finally combined with all the other associations to spark his sudden, inexplicable fury with her that night.

Once the incident was discharged, Rudy was able to put the phrases and reactions to his injury into rational perspective. His life began to turn around. He returned to study, finished his schooling with high marks, began a degree in aviation engineering and is doing well. He and Leila are still together and thinking about marriage. His parents can barely believe he is the same person as the boy who was so difficult as a child and adolescent.

It’s true that Rudy’s not the same person.

The Stupid Character has gone and he’s far more himself now.


4
The subtle forces that shape us

To understand how automatic reactions are triggered we need to go deeper still, beyond our physical bodies to the various layers in our energy field—our subtle bodies—and the intricate ways they interact with our behaviour. The subtle bodies that are concerned with Characters are the etheric or life-force body; the astral body, which deals with emotions and thoughts; and the Egoic body, vehicle of the Higher Self. Learning how these operate can give us the insight we need to become masters of our Characters.

Our subtle bodies are operating whether or not we are aware we are more than just our physical bodies. They are fields of life force, emotion, thought and spirit which inform us as long as we are alive.

We have many more subtle bodies than the two or three most of us will ever perceive. They are generally described as being in layers, but strictly speaking they’re not separate like layers at all—more like amorphous fields of varying density, the finer of which interpenetrate the denser ones. It’s as though the Egoic body, the largest we can feel or see with our human senses, is an enormous globule of water. Within that is a far smaller egg-shaped field of a fine network of sponge-like fibres—our astral body, province of thoughts and emotions. Within that is the etheric or life-force body—a smaller, denser sponge that follows the contours of our physical body. Within that sponge is the even denser physical body. Circulating through the whole structure is the ‘water’ of the Ego, spirit incarnate. Our astral body fully permeates the etheric and the physical, and the etheric fully permeates the physical. The significance of realising this aspect of the whole structure is that it’s possible consciously to infuse the denser and more reactive parts of our bodies with the Ego or Higher Self simply by being aware that infinite light of spirit is always flowing through us.

The etheric body

The etheric body holds our life force and a bit more. The ‘bit more’ is like electricity: unseen except in its effects. Filling the physical body, it extends a little way out from the skin and we feel its effects as sensations of tingling, vibrations, tremors or shivers—like the feeling of ‘someone walking over our grave’. In the etheric body we can experience vertigo or giddiness, or hot and cold sensations that are not measurable via a thermometer. The etheric body can perceive tangible feelings of pressure or weight that are frequently experienced as not quite, but sort of, physical. When our awareness extends into the etheric body, say in the twilight between sleep and waking, we sometimes feel it as an enveloping pillow, or feel we are as rotund as the Michelin Man. Subjectively our size is distorted, feeling tiny or huge.

We may perceive someone else’s etheric body when we stare receptively at their physical body for a long time—such as when they are giving a speech, or when we are sitting in silent, still eye contact with them. It’s a thinnish line of light that follows the contours of the physical body. It is elusive and amorphous enough for us to be able to dismiss it as an optical illusion.

When the person we are looking at is ill, their etheric body is a bit flat, like flattened fur on a cat. When people are healthy, it stands up like perpendicular fur several inches out from the physical body. In healers, etheric life force can radiate from their hands.

The etheric body interacts with the physical and the astral bodies. When we are healthy and have lots of life force, the etheric body acts as a buffer to our emotions so we are not so affected by them, but can rationalise or balance any emotional reaction. It’s why people are often more emotional and more easily affected when they are ill, and can be more emotionally detached when they are healthy. There are exceptions, of course, but generally this also means that our Characters have more control over us when we are out of balance physically than when we are healthy. If, as well as eating healthy food and getting enough sleep, we can increase the health of our etheric body by physical exercise, the lighter stagnant blocks in our energy can often be moved. On the other hand, as lighter blocks are discharged, deeper ones may surface. As a general rule, if something comes up in terms of our emotional reactions, it’s a sign we’re now strong enough to deal with its causes in the past.

The astral body

The astral body is perceived as a cloudy, egg-shaped field around the physical body, and can extend a metre or so from it. Sometimes with subtle vision we can perceive faint colours or brighter flashes. Some spiritual healers have attributed specific colours to specific emotions, but I think that to attribute a standardised meaning to colours in the astral body is a bit like attributing different kinds of lightning to the moods of God.

The astral body registers emotions and ‘catches’ thought waves through fine energetic structures similar to spider webs. It’s a network made of something like electricity, which becomes more fixed through constant repetition of certain thought forms or mental habits. Our thought forms are energetic structures that can be caught and shared. People who spend time together often find their thoughts run synchronistically. A ‘think tank’ draws on this to generate ideas and spark inspiration, operating through a kind of catalytic thought contagion. The atmosphere of a university generates different thought patterns to a holiday cruise, a drama school, ballet performance or a jail.

If we are not particularly hungry and sit next to a stranger on a bus who is thinking about what they will prepare for their evening meal, we might find ourselves also thinking of food. We won’t necessarily think of the same food as our fellow passenger, however. It is the energy of the thought and not necessarily its content that will be transmitted, and it is via the astral body that this happens.

We can also perceive someone’s emotion through subtle vibrations. We can sense when there has been anger or rage expressed in a room shortly before we arrived there, or feel the sadness or fear in an empty hospital waiting room. If we are susceptible or if our boundaries are not strong, someone else’s strong emotion can affect us more than we would like. Our astral body, again, is the medium through which this occurs.

The Egoic body

The most subtle of the energy bodies within the normal range of human perception is the Egoic body. The most definable thing about this body is the sense of ineffable ‘presence’—we become aware of ourselves as spiritual beings, and at the same time of other spiritual beings. There are also perceptions of vastness, timelessness, varying qualities of light and levity, openness, compassion, love or joy. It is the body that is closest to Spirit.

When referring to Characters in this book, it is almost always the astral body, with its reactive thoughts and emotions, that is involved. The Egoic body is of a completely different composition to the astral body. When in the Ego we do not think—we know. It is beyond a mental state. Instead of reactive emotions, there are feelings which are unconditioned and unconditional. They are profound and timeless. There is the knowingness of far-reaching perception, deep understanding and love. There is a powerful sense of what is right, and this is not always conventional morality. Experientially, these feelings are so different to our normal, grasping, astral way of interacting with our environment that they require some getting used to.

When I talk about the Self rather than a Character, I am mostly referring to how we are when we are in the Egoic body. This is not quite what we feel when we believe we are being our true selves, but it is close. It is not at all the grasping ego of Freudian psychology. The Ego is spirit incarnate: the Egoic body is its vehicle. For our purposes here, it is synonymous with what many call the Higher Self. Above all, the Higher Self enables us to rise above emotional conditioning and psychological and physical trauma, and to rise above the biology of the ‘selfish gene’. In many cases, Characters are distorted or pale reflections of the Higher Self. Sometimes they are so distorted that they barely correspond with the Higher Self—but they can lead us to it.

The Egoic body is significant for mastering our Characters and becoming our authentic Selves, because it epitomises potential. It is a far greater beingness into which we can grow.

Soul scars

It’s astonishing how much our subtle bodies can reveal, though at first it’s difficult to see what they are telling us. It’s a bit like seeing the action of centuries of wind in the honeycombed erosion in rocks. We can understand the past by seeing the results in the present.









An out-of-scale representation of the subtle bodies: Egoic (outer oval),
astral (smaller oval) and etheric (extending out from the human form).

The imprint of previous physical or emotional pain or trauma motivates many of our states of mind, emotions and reactions, years after such events. When Rudy was hit by the bus, he was left with mental and emotional scars in his astral body that could be triggered at any time. These scars are called samskaras, which is a Sanskrit word meaning ‘scar’ or ‘trace’ on our astral body. The word samskara also means ‘motivator’ in Sanskrit.

As long as our samskaras remain unresolved, the entire astral body is charged and under stress, always able to be provoked. Some of us have so many samskaras we are virtually the walking wounded. Most of our samskaras are buried wounds that prompt us to be evasive or to react in certain ways to compensate for our wounding. We do this without thinking so we can cope with particular situations. Unless we deal with our samskaras, our unconscious behaviour will continue.

Samskaras can be very powerful. Once formed, they keep a Character ‘locked in’, continuing to replay the same Character whenever certain provoking or threatening elements are present. Even though we want to behave differently, when a samskara is triggered, we end up reacting the same way over and over. The Office Mouse who can’t say no to the extra work her colleagues pile on her might end up on permanent stress leave when her in-tray becomes so full there is no chance she will ever catch up. A Pleaser Character, the Office Mouse simply wants to be liked, and so she is locked into behaviour that she believes will achieve that. Her original samskaras might have been a consistent lack of love in her childhood home, combined with high expectations and criticism from her parents. She’s had so much disapproval in her childhood, she will do anything to avoid it. So she keeps on making unrealistic agreements until she gets sick and has an excuse to stop. Only when the samskaras at the basis of this Character are discharged can she have the courage to rest in her own approval of herself and say no.

How samskaras are formed

A samskara is created as a result of an emotional wound or physical injury that has an emotional component—such as a sudden shock, loss or fright, or even shame or an unjust accusation. Though they are energetic wounds in the subtle body, we can sometimes feel samskaras as an ache or sharp pain, a blockage or a void. We usually feel them years later, when there is no apparent physical cause, but when the samskara’s charge in the astral body resonates with a triggering factor in the environment. At the moment of the wounding, however, they won’t be immediately apparent: at times of extreme distress, our attention is usually in getting to safety or covering our hurt, and the actual pain is blocked from our consciousness just as shock blocks physical pain.

There are some similarities with how our central nervous system deals with physical injury. When we get a physical hurt, our body’s defences immediately isolate the wound with a flow of lymph, making it numb while repair begins. It helps us survive. Blocking the wound from our immediate awareness allows us to get to safety, motivated by primitive fear but unaffected by pain for a varying period of time. Endorphins flood our brain, and we function automatically until these recede.

A samskaric wound has similar effects to a physical wound. There is a numbed, physical site for it, which is often in the same spot as a previous injury. It’s where there is a weakness or breach in our energy field, within and around the physical body. It’s difficult, however, to discern an energetic wound from a physical pain. In some of us our original wound is in our heart, and can be felt as a physical pain when we are distressed. It’s what we feel when we talk of a ‘broken heart’. In others, the original wound is in our belly, solar plexus or other spots in the physical body. We know it because it’s where we usually feel pain, congestion or discomfort when something happens to upset us.

A telling example is when we suffer a bereavement—which most of us feel first in our hearts. At the death of a loved one, it’s normal to become emotionally numb for a period of time. Endorphins released by shock make us so from the moment we receive the news. In this case, it’s common to act almost normally, even though we don’t feel normal at all. People close to us usually comment on how ‘brave’ we are, or how well we are taking it. Four to twelve weeks after a bereavement, it’s also common to start crying with no apparent cause. This happens when the endorphins have finally receded and our brain and central nervous system have to deal with the unbuffered impact of our loss. Our heart aches. It even feels broken. We cry at the drop of a hat. We lose our keys or the thread of the conversation. We think we must be going nuts. Yet it’s normal. Crying at this stage is healing and it doesn’t last forever. It’s also the time when those same close friends, who don’t know about endorphins, tell us with great concern that we ‘should be over it by now’. But grief takes as long as it takes and has its own wisdom, giving us compassion and empathy. Sooner or later, time gives the loss perspective and we become more recognisably ourselves once more, though deepened, and capable of more profound understanding.

If we suppress or deny grief, it becomes compacted and harder to let go as time goes on. The physical pain around the heart might increase. Later sad experiences compound the congestion and add the weight of their significance. When this samskara cluster is triggered it becomes unbearable. It creates the Grief Character—unable to feel the grief fully because of resistance, and unable to let it go, truly stuck in a numbing emotion. We can make it so much easier on ourselves if we let the natural grief process take its course. Cry when you’re sad, and let the sadness go when enough time has passed for you to feel you can.

The samskaric consequence of devastating loss is that we might avoid becoming close to anyone else in the future, for fear of re-experiencing the same pain. The samskaric imprint on our astral body links any pain in our present with that of the past. If, like most of us, we have not discharged past pain, that increases present hurts. On the other hand, when we have discharged the pain of the past, through experiencing it without resistance and letting it go, we only have to deal with what is happening now. Without the complication of past wounds, those of the present can be far more quickly resolved and healed. We can move on without being unnecessarily affected. We are far more resilient.

Connecting to spirit

Our true Self, the real us, is our higher consciousness. This is the Ego, spirit incarnate, that resides in the Egoic body. Because we are so caught up in the emotions and thoughts of the astral body, we are rarely aware of this body except in the stillness of meditation or in the profound, universal letting go that can accompany the grief of great loss. It connects us to something greater than ourselves, to other spiritual beings and to our eternal existence. We can become aware of a transpersonal level of being, one beyond our purely personal concerns. It enables us to take responsibility for our lives, to grow into who we truly are, no matter what past events or situations may have diverted that development.

In a samskara, consciousness is driven out by the impact of the injury, as happens in a physical wound. The astral body, with its compacted emotions from both past and present now out of proportion, takes the place of higher consciousness and makes it more difficult to connect to the Egoic body and our true Self. Around our wounding is a layer of unconsciousness, formed in much the same way as an oyster coats an irritating piece of grit with nacre. An energy block results and our etheric or life energy stagnates in this spot. A samskara thus feels like a hole or vacancy in our energy—an emptiness of spirit, as Dr Samuel Sagan, founder of the Clairvision School of Meditation in Sydney, so eloquently describes it.

The pain of the wound and its emotional content are encapsulated, isolated from consciousness, replaced by deadened scar tissue. Sometimes we can operate as though everything is fine for years—as in the case of Maddie and her Little Girl Character, which functioned automatically in the place of the real Maddie for much of her life. Only when the automatic samskaric reactions come to our consciousness by causing more pain in our present life can we address them and resolve them, as seen in the story of Olivia’s Bad Girl Character, below.

Blasts from an uncomfortable past

Olivia’s past relationships were ‘all bad’, she said. She was devilishly attracted to bad boys. She went to jelly at the sound of a Harley, the smell of a leather jacket, or the look of dark hunger in the eyes of a stranger in a bar. She was drawn to danger and had an unswerving knack for picking men who used and abused her. But Olivia was also tired of finding her heart in pieces after every encounter. She would vow to put her attention on the decent men who were attracted to her, only to find that she had not the slightest interest in them. The chemistry just wasn’t there.

Together we pieced together her repeating patterns, going backwards from her most recent disaster to her first relationship. Her father had been abusive and violent, a drunken, angry man who belonged to a biker gang, and who left the family when she was nine. Her older brother had bullied her and for five years had forced her into sexual ‘games’ with his friends.

Olivia’s early samskaras took away her trust of males of all ages. Her self-esteem was continually eroded until she believed abuse was all that she deserved. She identified herself as a Slut or Bad Girl Character and behaved accordingly. This was a feisty, spitfire Character until several brutal encounters broke it down and it devolved into an Abused Girlfriend Character, similar to a Battered Wife. As an adult, even though she did not consciously attract abuse, it seemed that abusive men recognised her vulnerability and sought her out. She was unable to resist, as though hypnotised.

Olivia’s relationship patterns illustrate the structure of samskaras and how they continue to function after they are formed. The original wounding is surrounded by a layer of unconsciousness, but the wound itself sends out a vibration of the energy frequency that caused it. This resonates with any similar energy in the environment, ranging from an identical energy to its opposite. In Olivia’s case, her ability to be hurt attracted the opposite—an abusive energy in men—over and over again. It could equally attract losers and victims to be her friends. Until she saw the complete pattern, much later in therapy, she was unaware of this subtle chemistry in action.

Each successive abusive interaction causes another samskaric layer to form on top of the first, with layers of unconsciousness in between. Imprinted with each of the samskaras are associated sounds and smells. In Olivia’s case, there was the insolent, macho ‘look’ of certain men, so like her father and brother. When Olivia came across these associations in her environment, they resonated within her astral body, awakening the automatic programming in her samskaras which misidentified emotional intensity as passion. Her physical body and her sexuality were conditioned to respond, even against her conscious will. When Olivia felt hypnotically drawn to dangerous men, she really was in a hypnotic trance. She was literally being pulled through the unconscious layers in the uppermost samskara to the place where she would be hurt, once again.

 Samskaras are emotional land mines buried within us.

Defusing land mines

Defusing a samskara involves a gentle, patient exploration of the components of each layer in reverse chronological order. This is best done shortly after the samskara has been triggered—particularly when the reaction is inappropriately intense, as in Rudy’s case. The triggering of the reaction, and an awareness that it is out of proportion to the situation, indicates our psyche is ready and strong enough to address the underlying samskara. Paradoxically, the time of greatest pain also gives the opportunity for the greatest awareness and wisdom. It’s when old, ineffective patterns of behaviour are obvious to us, letting us know it’s time for a change.

In a session, clients will often feel sleepy as they approach a painful samskara. It’s because they are going through the unconscious layer that encapsulates every wound, a state that equates to a hypnotic trance where the rational mind is suspended. It is important not to succumb to the soporific energy of this stage and fall asleep, but gently to persist, to keep opening to the emotion with full consciousness.

Among the transpersonal techniques that I use is Inner Space Interactive Sourcing, or ISIS, developed by meditation teacher and author Dr Samuel Sagan. It is not a hypnotic technique. It does enable an altered state of consciousness where the body is relaxed, but unlike hypnosis there is no guided imagery and no suggestions are made to change what the client feels or sees. Clients are not asked to use their imagination as in purely mental techniques. Going deeply into the inner self, the client can bring the light of their own consciousness to areas of the unconscious mind, gently revealing things that have been suppressed, either intentionally or instinctively. The deep state of awareness in ISIS connects us to our Higher Self and so is more profound than our usual mental state. It enables a resolution and release of painful memories simply by becoming conscious of them at this deep level.

In a session, when we persist through the unconscious layer and allow ourselves to be led by the emotional pain of the samskara into its core, we re-experience the wounding without the shock of the initial reaction, but with a deeper, more mature consciousness. We can see or hear the thought patterns of any Character that was ‘born’ then and how it habitually feels, separate to how we actually think and feel. It is here that a Character’s scripts and programming are found. We can bring more understanding, resilience and wisdom to it. We can put it into perspective and we can deal with it in a way that we were not able to do at the time of the wounding. We can reclaim the empty space from which we were excluded by the samskara and become whole. In the safety and trust of the therapist’s room, we can relax into the situation completely. Old, intense pain and unresolved emotion can then be experienced and let go, without incurring further samskaras. When, like Rudy, a client can experience a samskara fully and without resistance, it is discharged forever.
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