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81THE SHADOW OF SERVICE

dent in the field of medicine where physicians specialize in diag-
nosing and treating parts of the body rather than the body as a
whole system.

POWER AND FAME

Service can become a field for harvesting power and fame.
The seeds of ambition, hidden and dormant in the server, can
find fertile ground in acts of helping.  Whether as a leader of a
service organization or a volunteer, a helpful neighbor, or an in-
charge secretary, one can use service as a way to feel personally
powerful and to receive rewards and recognition.  An attitude of
“I am important because I can give something special that people
need and do not have” expresses a desire for power and fame.
Sustaining this attitude over time leads eventually to misalign-
ment of the head and heart.  Intellect and knowledge become
separated from wisdom and compassion.  The use of the skillful
will to develop skill and competency becomes disconnected from
the use of the good will for serving the good of humanity. Like the
characters in Douglass Wallop’s Damn Yankees, we can sell our
souls for power and fame.

Service provides a stage to act out apparent power in order to
receive outside validation of personal significance.  True power is
inner strength.  We discover our inner strength when we are tol-
erant of our weaknesses, not when we avoid them.  By patiently
addressing the feelings arising from loss of a job, illness, depres-
sion, or death of a loved one, we strengthen ourselves.  Power
pours in when we persevere with the inner healing process and
honor our expanding self-knowledge and growth. True power
comes from an open heart.

When we disown our true power by projecting it and believ-
ing it lies outside ourselves, we repress the Life Force and feel
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thority is susceptible to using intellectual or spiritual knowledge
to manipulate others in order to satisfy desire for power and fame.
Those who do this must psychically deny or split off their physical
natures, for example, by denying sexual passion, aging, and infir-
mity.  A polarized view of the body as either flesh or spirit, sinful
or innocent, animal or godlike, selfish or altruistic, characterizes
this split.  The disowned polarity gathers an all-consuming energy
and strives to balance itself in extreme ways.  A disowned body
results in guilt and shame about bodily functions and leads to ad-
dictive and abusive behaviors.  These may include substance abuse,
eating disorders, gambling, sexual addiction, physical and sexual
abuse, inappropriate sexual behavior, and financial excess and ir-
responsibility.

PRIDE

Whether pride manifests covertly or overtly, the desire for rec-
ognition as “the one most responsible for the good that happens
in the lives of others” motivates the prideful server.  Such a server
desires approval and recognition in the form of awards and special
favors.  When motivated by pride, we want others to believe that
we are more giving than most and that what we give is uniquely
valuable and important.  Unless we receive sufficient apprecia-
tion for ourselves or our cause, we lose interest in giving and move
on to where we feel our worth will be acknowledged.

We can most easily identify pride when it manifests overtly as
a sales pitch for the “right way.”  Pride motivates individuals and
groups who believe their approach is the only approach. They
strive to “sell” their “product” because they believe they know
what people need and that their services are both superior and
indispensable.

Competition, jealousy, and rigidity about what is right and
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tional exultation that results from certain kinds of achievements.
Research indicates that helping others actually increases endor-
phin levels, creating a natural “high,” lowering stress, and enhanc-
ing feelings of well-being.  While this “high” reinforces a positive
behavior, its shadow side is that one can become emotionally and
physiologically addicted to the experience.  An addiction is the
attachment to the outcome of a given behavior.  Meeting the needs
of the addiction takes precedence over the needs of anyone or
anything else.  Addiction to a physical high easily becomes linked
with other things perceived as positive outcomes of service, such
as respect, praise, and the validation of the value of one’s work.

One woman whose work earned her a place on the lecture
and conference circuit shared that during and after presentations
she felt energized and totally alive.  She loved sharing her life’s
work with eager listeners and felt that her contribution really
counted.  She felt that she was finally being rewarded for her years
of hard, and sometimes lonely, work.  While life on the circuit
was glamorous and rewarding, life between presentations began
to feel dull and unfulfilling.  As a result, she accepted more and
more invitations.  Her children complained of her absences, her
husband felt burdened and used, and she could not maintain the
quality of the very work that had merited the speaking engage-
ments.  Soon she became physically ill and emotionally exhausted.
She then realized she had become addicted to attention and praise
to the point that she had been willing to give up everything else
in her life.  Similarly, people who regularly volunteer in emer-
gency and disaster situations may be attached to the exhilaration
of being heroes in times of need.

ATTACHMENT TO THOSE WE SERVE

When we are attached to those we serve, we cross physical
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total reliance on the True Self, rather than the personal self, as
the source of energy.

THE SHADOW DENIED

Denial and projection are related and interdependent mecha-
nisms.  Power or fame, pride, sentiment, or attachment motivate
the projected shadow.  The denied shadow motivates us to evade
service and disregard our need for competence.

Denial is an ego defense mechanism that suppresses unclaimed
and undeveloped parts of ourselves, burying them in the uncon-
scious.  Each thing denied has a unique energetic configuration.
The matching configuration of another event releases it from the
unconscious.  The release takes the form of a strong emotional re-
action.  Unless we understand the mechanism of denial and are
willing to examine what is happening, we will project our denied
fears and attributes onto our own bodies or onto others.  For ex-
ample, if one denies the part of oneself that neglects one’s physical
health, one may project irresponsibility onto physicians.  One may
project the fear of losing control of one’s mental health by rejecting
help offered by others.  As a member of a group, one may claim that
the group is emotionally unsafe when it is only oneself who feels
this way.  Still another example occurs when one claims others talk
incessantly and never listen when that trait is one’s own.

EVASION

Evasion works in two ways: evasion of the natural urge to serve
or the use of service to evade shadow issues.  We evade our natural
urge to serve primarily through inertia, a lack of initiative and
energy, and a loss of interest and enthusiasm.  Inertia is common
among those who are self-pre-occupied and/or emotionally
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depressed.  We can preoccupy ourselves with our own develop-
ment and limitations by wanting special treatment from God and
others.  Persistent self-preoccupation results in an implosion of
energy and blockage of the Life Force. When stuck in inertia, we
use our energy to deliberate over possible changes rather than to
gather the inner resources to make them.  We may ultimately lapse
into depression, becoming totally self-occupied and paralyzed by
fear and guilt.  Although when trapped by inertia, extending a
helping hand seems impossible, such movement often releases the
paralysis.

Groups and organizations can also become self-occupied and
evade service through inertia.  Self-centered groups focus on their
immediate survival at the exclusion of the needs of society.  The
group’s energy does not move outside itself.  Eventually, the en-
ergy of the group implodes, leading to loss of enthusiasm and par-
ticipation.  Such a group often denies its shadow, proclaiming the
group to be uniquely harmonious.  Self-absorption hides uniden-
tified and unspoken conflict of interests among group members.
The consequences of failing to have an outer focus stay submerged
until some form of conflict erupts.  The group will disband if mem-
bers do not address their individual and collective shadow issues.

As an example, the Institute for the Advancement of Service
has two tenets:  the participation in one’s own healing process by
choosing to see differently and the willingness to extend or share
unconditionally that healing through service.   Experience has
taught us that we must vigilantly monitor the balance between
these two tenets, between the inner and the outer directed as-
pects of the organization.  If the organization becomes too self-
focused, too oriented toward its own members’ emotional needs,
processes, and pain, its outer growth and quality of service to the
community falters.  The organization also falters if too much
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energy is extended outward so that the members feel unsupported
and alone.  In either instance, rebalancing requires examination of
the discrepancy between the organization’s stated purpose and the
current reality.  This entails examination of the collective shadow.

Inertia also appears in service in other circumstances.  Ser-
vice requires commitment and concentrated focus, and we may
choose not to develop or use our will to sustain the effort.  Service
challenges us to learn and grow, and we may choose to withdraw
or to ignore or deny the lessons.  Inertia may encourage us to en-
gage in “cosmetic service,” service that makes us look good while
being undemanding and unchallenging.  Cosmetic service may
take the form of giving only financially or serving on a committee
that rarely meets.

American culture supports the evasion of direct service with
tax laws that encourage end-of-year charitable donations.  Al-
though the donations certainly benefit the recipients, the giver
can lose the inner benefits of true charity unless the motivation is
deeper than financial self-service.  Charitable organizations them-
selves encourage contributors to feel they should receive some-
thing tangible for their donation by offering premiums or public
recognition.  Some send unsolicited gifts to prospective donors,
knowing that many people feel compelled to donate if they have
received something.

The Life Force moves where its flow is unobstructed.  In The
Path of Least Resistance, Robert Fritz explains that we can create
what we truly want by aligning how we live our lives with where
we want to go in our lives.  By creating this alignment, we use the
path of least resistance to our advantage, and it takes us where we
want to go.

Like workaholics, our very busyness allows us to avoid inti-
mate relationships and self-inquiry.  Because we are serving oth-
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of anger and depression.  She eventually discovered, however, that
she could express her creativity through private concerts.  Shar-
ing her musical gifts with others enhanced her sense of personal
value and emotional well-being.

The organizations we serve as employees or volunteers have
the same responsibilities as individuals for ensuring competence.
Each organization is responsible for assessing its strengths and weak-
nesses, acquiring new skills, and properly preparing and training
its members.  A supportive environment encourages the individual
to explore and expand talents and creativity.  Such opportunities
allow mastery of personal struggles and the growth of skills and
wisdom. From such mastery and growth we can genuinely share
with others.  The organizations benefit from the joy, creativity,
and ever-expanding skills of their workers.  As English social re-
former John Ruskin said, “When love and skill work together,
expect a masterpiece.”  Unfortunately, some organizations offer
such limited choices that those with both skill and compassion
cannot give at their level of competence or explore their creativity.

Today we live in a technologically based, world economy with
a service, rather than a manufacturing, orientation.  As businesses
expand and technology encroaches on human involvement, or-
ganizations increasingly recognize that the personal engagement
of the worker is the basis for the quality of both product and ser-
vice.  The ultimate product of all organizations and businesses is
service, and service to customers is dependent on creating posi-
tive relationships both within and without the organization.  New
constructs of organizational design are revolutionizing attitudes,
communication, teamwork, and relationships in the workplace.
Some constructs, like Peter Senge’s learning organization design,
take into account the importance of individual and organizational
self-inquiry, applying the knowledge of the individual’s personal
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growth process to the organization.
The advances in organizational design have given rise to a

new profession: organizational consultants.  These consultants offer
the service of helping organizations apply the new constructs. Such
a business group, curious about our organization, visited the Insti-
tute. I asked them how their own organization applied the con-
cepts of team building and shared vision. Several responded that
although they taught others how to do it, their organization did
not apply the knowledge.  As a result, their own organization ex-
perienced discord and dissatisfaction.  They, like many other con-
sultants and experts, fail to see that competence depends on com-
bining factual knowledge with application and experience.

With groups, as with individuals, there is a discrepancy be-
tween what is known to be effective and how the group or indi-
vidual actually operates.  The remedy for this discrepancy origi-
nates from the inside out.  We acquire competence as we are willing
to learn from experience and to integrate factual knowledge with
application.

Groups with differing yet compatible missions often do not
know how to be supportive in their communications.  The busy-
ness of each group combined with fear of survival often interferes
with developing ways to cooperate rather than compete.  One
group can project its shadow onto that of another, resulting in
miscommunication and conflict.  As one example, a group can
project incompetence onto another group and avoid looking at
their own hidden limitations and inadequacies.  In another ex-
ample, a group may use pride to assure themselves that their pur-
pose is more important to humanity than that of another group.

The family, one form of group, exhibits many incompeten-
cies.  Families typically neglect acquiring knowledge about
parenting skills, sibling relationships, child development, and com-
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munication skills.  Through generations, families perpetuate pat-
terns of behavior that limit potentials and distort lives, not only
within the family, but within other groups of which family mem-
bers are a part.  Organizations can easily become extensions of the
dysfunction in their members’ families.

There are two additional considerations regarding competence
of servers.  In certain situations, especially in times of crisis, we
may need to serve in a way that goes beyond our competence.  In
such instances, we should not hesitate to serve in the best way we
can.  Second, excessive self-consciousness about our competence
is detrimental.  Self-consciousness leads to loss of spontaneity and
obstructed intuition.  We need to balance the awareness of self
with the awareness of the other.

THE SHADOW NEGLECTED

Consistent attention to one’s own physical, emotional, men-
tal, and spiritual well-being is probably the greatest challenge for
those who serve.  Neglect occurs when we refuse to take responsi-
bility for our projections and denials under the guise of focusing
attention on the unending task of easing humanity’s suffering.  By
focusing only on the needs of others, we sacrifice our own well-
being and remain in the world of the suffering.

Some years ago, whenever I visited my spiritual teacher, she
would ask, “And how are you doing, Susan?”  At first, I responded
with an automatic “fine.”  Later, when I contemplated her ques-
tion, I had to admit I was neglecting my personal well-being.

A conflict between caring for others and caring for oneself
reflects a belief in duality manifested in either/or thinking.  We
believe we must either give to others and neglect caring for our-
selves or care for ourselves and neglect others.  Underlying this
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dualistic approach may be the belief that we do not deserve to
take care of ourselves or that selflessness means doing what others
ask or expect of us.  As a result, we fail to develop the discipline of
caring for ourselves, independent of others’ expectations.

Our service is enthusiastic and easy when we are physically
comfortable, emotionally calm, and mentally clear.  Achieving
comfort, calm, and clarity involves managing our time, setting
our priorities, and being flexible.  We say, “I don’t have time to
care for myself.”  In reality, we do not have time not to care for
ourselves.  Many people associate discipline with self-effort or ri-
gidity, rather than as the means to get something we truly want.
Actually, we can also be rigid in our passivity and lack of disci-
pline.

To achieve balance and moderation, we look inside and align
how we are living with what we want our lives to be.  In this way,
we will have the energy and integrity to honor and respect both
ourselves and those we serve.  Contemplating this question assists
in setting priorities:  “How can I care for family and work, or ask
others to care for themselves, if I do not also care for myself?”   To
serve well, we need to prepare ourselves for service and to main-
tain our well-being.  We do this by attending to our physical,
emotional, mental, and spiritual health.

PHYSICAL HEALTH

The physical body is the instrument through which service
expresses in the world.  Vital and enthusiastic service is difficult if
the body is physically ill, drained, uncomfortable, or in pain.  When
we fail to care for our physical health, our energy field becomes
dense, impeding intuition, knowledge, and guidance from the True
Self.  When we cannot open ourselves to receive the infinite sup-
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ply of higher energies, we use our limited personal reservoir of
energy.  As we deplete our energy supply, the physical body be-
comes strained and we experience fatigue or illness.

When Mother Teresa gathered her first group of nuns to serve
the dying among the destitute of Calcutta, she required them to
eat and live like those they served. Soon many of the nuns be-
came ill and were unable to work.  By neglecting themselves in
the name of service, they negated their ability to serve.  Mother
Teresa quickly recognized that she and her nuns needed a bal-
anced diet and adequate housing to carry out their work.

In the early 1970s I began leading workshops in personal heal-
ing.  Often I became ill afterwards, suffering a severe sore throat
that lasted several weeks.  In my naivete I was unaware that lead-
ing these workshops required considerable energy.  I gave away
my personal energy when I focused attention on workshop at-
tendees who were resistant or emotionally needy.  At that time I
was unaware of the impact of my diet and life-style on my ener-
gies.  My physical body was not strong enough to hold the higher
energies I was evoking.  Once I recognized the relationship be-
tween the workshops and the illness, I asked my True Self for a
healing dream.

A group of people had driven my 1966 Volvo, and
it had broken down.  They have called AAA for help.  I
arrive at my car just as the mechanic looks under the
hood.  He says, “The battery of this car needs thirteen
gallons of water.”  He fills the battery, and the people
leave.  I get in the Volvo and turn the key in the igni-
tion.  The car starts, and I drive away.

The dream revealed that my recurrent illness occurred because
my body, my vehicle, became dehydrated during the workshops.
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Other people, the workshop participants, “drove” my vehicle un-
til the battery, the conductor of energy, was depleted of water.
Because my energy was low, I was vulnerable to assuming respon-
sibility for the needs and behaviors of others.  I needed water to
recharge my energies.  Once I increased my water intake before
and during workshops, the sore throats ceased.

The physical, emotional, and mental aspects of health inter-
relate.  Pure water and food, cleanliness, proper sleep, physical
exercise, and ample fresh air and sunshine are essential to physi-
cal well-being.  A regimen of energy-balancing exercises, body
massages, and body-movement practices also enhances our self-
discipline and our physical well-being.  When we surround our-
selves with soothing colors and inspirational music, we feel nur-
tured and uplifted.  When we do not create a balance among the
different aspects of our health, our system rebels.  Usually this is
first experienced as physical exhaustion but also manifests in emo-
tional instability or depression and mental confusion.

EMOTIONAL, MENTAL, AND SPIRITUAL HEALTH

Neglect of emotional and mental health is neglect of the
inner work needed to evolve the soul.  The inner strength and
stability necessary to solve problems and to stand firm, poised in
spirit, are evidence of emotional, mental, and spiritual health.
When the inner nature is still, serene, unruffled, quiet, and clear,
the intuition delivers accurate impressions from the True Self.
Clarity of intuition is difficult, if not impossible, when emotions
or the outer environment impinges upon the mind.

Everything we see, hear, touch, and read impacts us, giving
color and movement to our emotions. Unless we are aware, every
whim and fancy in the environment may captivate us.  Roberto
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.

Assagioli emphasizes the profound influence our surroundings have
on our psychology, pointing out that we can pollute our psycho-
logical environment just as we pollute our physical environment.
Aggression, violence, fear, depression and despondency, greed, and
harmful competitiveness are some of the external “poisons” that
affect our psychological health.  To acquire and maintain sound
emotional and mental health, Assagioli advises that we eliminate
these poisons, both externally and internally.

For example, being in the presence of someone who is end-
lessly chattering is a form of psychological pollution demanding
our energy and potentially drawing us off center.  Our goal in main-
taining emotional and mental health is to increase our awareness
of our inner state.  In this way, we stay alert to such situations that
can drain our energy and deprive us of our sense of self.

 The discipline of regular meditation increases our awareness of
our inner state so that we are increasingly able to hold an attitude of
meditation throughout the day in our ordinary activities.  Stilling the
mind allows us to consciously connect to the True Self, enhancing
our awareness of a higher plan and honing our intuition and dreams
as sources of information and direction.  Meditation leads to con-
templation, in which we enter into that silence that allows us to
tap the Divine Mind.  Our goal in meditation is to discover the
faculties and powers of the mind, eventually tapping the truth at its
source and entering into the mind of God.

From this perspective, our emotional, mental, and spiritual
well-being arises from our being in the world but not of it.  We do
not turn our back upon the world but face it from the level of our
soul.  We look clear-eyed upon the world of human affairs without
falling prey to its illusions.  The love of our soul begins to pour
through us, and we merge into an awareness of the good of all
humanity.
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SYNTHESIS

Although we may not gaze at it directly, our shadow pervades
our life and thus our service.  We act from our shadow of service
whenever we neglect our well-being as servers and when we react
to those we serve with rejection, blame, superiority, guilt, anger,
or fear.  Our inner desire to be whole urges us to confront our
shadow and face our conflicts about giving and receiving service.

Meeting our shadow of service permits us to develop an ongo-
ing and right relationship with it, to expand awareness of self, and
to unearth buried potentials and hidden motivations.  The shadow
is both a container of darkness and a beacon pointing toward the
light.  With honest self-examination, we gain more complete
knowledge of our conscious and unconscious motivations.  Stand-
ing free of guilt associated with our negative feelings and actions
about life and service, we achieve a genuine acceptance of our-
selves and those we serve.  By recognizing the projections that
color our opinion of those we serve, we cease adding our personal
darkness to the density of the collective shadow.

Choosing to learn from and with those we serve requires time,
commitment, and skill on the continuum of change from outer to
inner focus.  Over and over, we bring the shadow to the light for
examination, and gradually we see ourselves as we really are, not
as we wish to be, or assume ourselves to be.  This exercise of the
willingness to meet the shadow of service builds the first step to-
ward True Service.
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