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Abstract

The co-editors of the Journal of Self Leadership express
appreciation for response to the Journal, and solicit input.
Articles dealing with spirituality are noted. A systems
approach to spirituality as growth in agency-in-communion is
outlined.  Contributions to Volume Two are referenced in
relation to the spirituality model.

INTRODUCTION

On writing the introduction for the third volume of The
Journal of Self Leadership, the editors would first like
to thank those who communicated appreciation and
gratitude for the inaugural edition in 2003. The purpose
of the JSL was and remains “to provide a vehicle for
teachers, researchers, and clinicians to come together to
share ideas and experiences in employing and
advancing the model across a broad spectrum of
applications.”  The enthusiastic response we have
received has confirmed that the Internal Family
Systems*™ community welcomes a place to expand and
deepen the model by providing a vehicle where
contributions from the thought and experience of all
interested parties may be aired.
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The editors would like to express special thanks to those
who have submitted their work in written form, and
worked through the peer-review process to literally make
the JSL possible. This courage and commitment of time
and energy not only results in one being published, but in
the entire IFS community being enriched through the
wisdom of what has been offered.

We are also aware through those we have seen in
trainings, heard at the Internal Family Systems®™ Annual
Conference, and known in various contexts, that many
more could and should be submitting their work to the
JSL. We certainly have sympathy for the busyness of
many in the field who have a difficult time making room
for writing projects. We would like to make a particular
appeal to those who identify themselves as right-brained
persons doing creative clinical work, but who are not as
comfortable with the more linear logic of professional
journal writing. The editorial staff of the JSL stands
ready to offer assistance at every stage of a proposal from
discussing the initial idea to the final form of the
manuscript. Finished, polished texts are not a prerequisite
for initial submissions.

As it turned out, a number of articles submitted for this
special edition of the JSL dealt with various aspects of the
model related to spirituality. On one level, this is not a
surprise, since such contributions were welcomed through
our initial Editors’ Introduction. On another, it is a
curious topic since IFS was originally developed as a
psychotherapy model without any reference to a concept
of Spirit, had no formal position on the subject, and
endorsed no specific spiritual community. In addition, the
explosion of interest in therapy and spirituality from the
1960°s on, and interest that is inevitably expressed by
students during IFS trainings, has given rise to
innumerable definitions of spirituality that will never be
adjudicated. (For a variety of approaches to this subject
cf. Ajaya, 1983; Almaas, 1988; Clinebell, 1995; Emmons,
1999; Fleischman, 1989; Griffith and Griffith, 2002;
Hunt, 2003; Kahle and Robbins, 2204; Nelson, 1994;
May, 1982; Miller, 2005; Schreurs, 2002; and Schwartz,
1999).
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A SYSTEMS APPROACH TO
SPIRITUALITY

Among the many possibilities, we will offer in this
introduction one way to understand spirituality and
therapy that is grounded in systems theory, with which
the IFS*™ model is consistent. This in turn will offer a
way of conceptualizing the various contributions to this
third edition of the JSL.

The IFS model affirms the wide and deep contemporary
consensus that the self or person can only be conceived in a
systems view as a self-in-relation. That we can only be
individuals-in-community is the bedrock contention of all
contemporary systems theory (Jantsch, 1980). There is only
agency-in-communion. That psychology is inseparable from
sociology is the insight that launched both family therapy
(Nichols and Schwartz, 1995 and Breunlin, Schwartz, and
Mac Kune-Karrer, 1992) and feminist psychology (Jordon, et
al. 1991 and Keller, 1986), and was a foundational lesson of
cross-cultural counseling (Augsburger, 1986 and McGoldrick,
1998).

Koestler (1976) introduced the key term into systems
thought of the “holon.” All of reality, material and/or
ideal, is composed of holons, namely wholes that are
composed of parts, which in turn compose a part of a
larger whole. Bateson (1979) adds that living organic
systems are not simply wholes composed of parts, but
wholes in which all the parts must communicate within
the whole, and be organized to process information by a
principle that is higher than the parts alone.

IFS reflects these propositions from the philosophy of
science in its theory of parts and Self (Schwartz, 1995),
its application of the same principles to all levels of the
system from the intra-psychic, to the family, to
communities and nations, and in its emphasis on the
qualities of Self-leadership best suited for guiding all
levels of functioning.

On any level the Self provides leadership through
valuing each member of the system, and ensuring that
every voice is heard, while fairly allocating resources,
responsibilities, and influence. Effective Self-leadership
facilitates the flow of information between team
members, mediates polarizations, negotiates barriers to
communication and cooperation, and encourages all
members to pursue their personal visions within the
context of the overall needs of the larger team.

When Wilber (1995) studies the evolution of holons
from the physiosphere (matter), to the biosphere (life),
to the noosphere (mind), and theosphere (soul-spirit), he
notes a number of tenets that characterize them. One is

that holons display a capacity for self-preservation,
autopoiesis, assimilation, or agency over time. Another is
that they display a capacity for self-adaptation, allopiesis,
accommodation, or communion with other wholes. A
third tenet (out of twenty, all of which cannot be
considered here) is that holons display a capacity for self-
transcendence, symmetry breaks, creativity or emergent
transformation into new wholes with new forms of agency
and communion. Such growth is unprecedented or
surprising in that such new creation cannot be determined
from a prior knowledge of component parts.

If we weave these tenets together, an approach to
spirituality emerges as a multi-leveled quest for self-
transcendence and greater meaning through increased
development to ever larger and deeper contexts of
agency-in-communion.

This position is congruent with a number of scholars such
as Torrance who argues, “the human species may be
designated animal quarens with at least as much right as
animal rationale.” (Torrance, 1994, p.3) More
specifically, the quest is in the service of self-
transcendence. This translates that humans are animals
that quest for the spiritual. The quest is wide-spread and
broadly conceived.

Religion as process is one source of the spiritual
quest. . . . But if the human being is truly animal
quarens, a similar latency will be found in the
biological, psychological, and linguistic conditions
of human life and culture without which society
and religion would themselves be inconceivable.
(Torrance, 1994, p.18)

Defining the spiritual quest as self-transcendence or
emergent transformation into new wholes with new forms
of agency and communion makes it inclusive of normal
psychological growth. The quest may manifest with no
thought or use of the word spirituality at all, as in our
wanting to be more in tune with our body, our mind, our
lover, our neighbors, our nation or world. The quest can,
of course, become consciously focused on some
conception of the Sacred.

In any case, the experiences we have in our quests must
be embedded in a religious or non-religious narrative
tradition when we think about their meaning, or attempt to
share them with others. Steven Crites argues that “’re-
collecting’ the past is foundational to self-identity and
‘pro-jecting’ into the future is necessary for self-
transcendence.”  Persons must have the “psychic
strength” that
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includes both a strong sense of self-identity, rooted in the
past, and an equally strong power of self-transcendence,
directed toward the future. This strength must be
concentrated in the present, which is the point of tension
between  self-identity [solidified agency] and self-
transcendence [increased communion.]. (Crites, 1986
quoted in Lester, 1995, p. 196).

Broadening the view of spirituality to include normal
growth brings regular IFS therapy within the context of
a spiritual practice, for those who choose to allow this
possibility. Working with oneself and with one’s client
to allow more of the essential qualities of Self to be
present expands and solidifies agency, at the same time
that it fosters states of consciousness similar to those
described by seekers from many traditions who
meditate.

Bringing to bear in a healing way the essential Self-
qualities of self-reflective consciousness, compassion,
wisdom, and curiosity on burdened internal parts that
are repressed, polarized, or otherwise in the shadows of
consciousness  likewise expands and solidifies
communion. The greater wholeness, integrity and
harmony that accompanies this evolution of agency-in-
communion in individuals prepares them to better enter
into creative and cooperative communion with other
holons beyond themselves. The overall process of
increased awareness, freedom and care has for Schwartz
(1999) and numerous IFS practitioners the subjective
quality of a spiritual practice.

While growing towards increased levels of agency-in-
communion encompasses many aspects of normal
growth, spiritual and transpersonal writers plead for
openness to levels beyond the rational and everyday
consciousness. Another Wilber tenet is that a telos of
larger and deeper contexts functions as an attractor that
pulls holons in its direction. He (Wilber, 1995, p.77)
notes that all theorists have an ultimate telos or context
beyond which they believe growth cannot or should not
go. For Freud it was the ego integrated around genital
organization. Piaget underscored the equilibration that
could only be reached by formal thinking. Marx looked
for the classless society that would heal the alienation of
labor through shared, mutual care. Language contains a
relentless pressure oriented toward un-coerced mutual
understanding according to Habermas. Hegel saw
history moving toward Absolute Spirit manifesting
through individuals in mutual community. The final
telos or Omega Point for Teilhard de Chardin was the
resurrection of Christ consciousness in all persons.

At the very least, it is important for Wilber that we
recognize with such thinkers as Gebser, Habermas,
Fowler, Broughton, Selman, Maslow, Bruner, Flavell,
Arieti, Cowan, Arlin and Loevinger that there is a stage
beyond Piaget’s formal operational reason. It has been

variously termed dialectical, integrative, creative-
synthetic, integral aperspectival, network logic or vision-
logic. Vision-logic goes beyond the ability of reason to
see and name different perspectives. It is able to integrate
perspectives in a larger vision, keep contradictions and
paradoxes in play, unify opposites and think non-linearly.
It holds global consciousness or identity as a subjective,
interior structure, not simply as a rational, debatable
belief.

Beyond vision-logic Wilber maps out further stages of
growth recognized in both the West and the East: The
“psychic” stage represented by FEmerson’s nature
mysticism; the “subtle” seen in Teresa of Avila’s deity
mysticism; and the “causal” reflected in Meister Eckhart’s
formless mysticism. (Wilber, 1995, pp. 184-192, 513-
514, 278, and Chapter 8 “The Depths of the Divine”.)
Theoretically, there is no final whole or final context that
growth can reach. Gregory of Nyssa affirmed this long
ago: “Perfection consists in our never stopping in our
growth in good, never circumscribing our perfection by
any limitation.” (Danielou, 1961, p.52) “Since [the] good
has no limit, the participant’s desire itself necessarily has
no stopping place but stretches out with the limitless.”
(Gregory of Nyssa, 1978, p. 31).

These maps of higher holonic growth can be viewed as
empirical hypotheses. Growth in agency-in-communion
should be measurable with the proper psychometrics. We
already have many ways of noting a child’s
developmental progress of identity from me, to we, to
many. Increasing communion is a self-transcendent
process in that concern for one’s ego is de-centered as one
moves from egocentric consciousness, to family-centric,
to tribal-centric, to nation-centric, to world-centric and
beyond. Compassion is a quality of the IFS Self that in
biblical Greek translates as being “moved in the guts” by
the situation of another. The capacity for compassion can
move in measurable ways beyond sensitivity to one’s own
pain, to that of family members, neighbors, and if growth
continues, to strangers and enemies. At some point the
pain of tsunami victims across the world may be felt as
one’s own, and move one to concrete acts of help.

Likewise, Laszlo (1994, p. 93) notes that when a
teleological attractor helps a system grow and find a new
state of dynamic stability, the new level of agency is
revealed through “more effective use of information,
greater efficiency in the use of free energies, greater
flexibility [relative autonomy], as well as greater
structural complexity on a higher level of organization.”
These four markers of transformation, all of which should
be amenable to measurement, are congruent with criteria
that spiritual directors have used for noting a person’s
growth in ability to love.

Journal of Self Leadership 7
Volume 3

2007



One implication here for IFS theory is that the essential,
non-introjected qualities of Self such as compassion,
care and wisdom evolve toward an infinite horizon.
When a four-year-old runs to the door, wraps him- or
herself around a father’s leg, and exclaims, “I love you
Daddy!” that act can be considered a perfect expression
of the essential Self quality of love. Still, there is a
different, deeper, wider, more complex expression of
love’s perfection when the child communicates it at age
24 or 64. Organic metaphors are appropriate for such
development, such as considering a three foot sapling a
complete, totally perfect tree, as opposed to a tenth of a
tree, though many seasons later it will have a different
quality of perfection when it is thirty feet high with
stronger branches for birds to nest in, and more leaves
to provide greater shade.

A final tenet of Wilber to be considered here is that
holons emerge holarchically with each higher holon
embracing its junior predecessors and adding its own
new and more encompassing pattern or wholeness.
Development is through envelopment, with the lower
holons setting possibilities of the higher, and the higher
setting the probabilities of the lower, demonstrating
both upward and downward causation. Thus, nutritional
and biochemical holons can profoundly affect one’s
psychology, as well one’s thoughts and feelings
affecting one’s internal organ functioning.

One implication here for personal and spiritual growth
and effectiveness is that lower levels of a nested
holarchy of systems must always be valued and well
attended. For a therapist to be maximally effective his
or her internal family of parts needs to be healed, freed,
harmonized, and organized around a common purpose.
For NFL teams to have a chance at winning the Super
Bowl the team members need to train together, huddle,
work out relational and personality issues, and subsume
their individual energies to a collective plan.

There is one trap in spiritual growth that IFS is
especially good at addressing. It is possible for spiritual
seekers or non-seekers to find themselves in deep or
high states of consciousness that manifest the essential
qualities of Self such as profound calm, present moment
awareness, compassion, oneness, and so forth. They
might even become adept at returning to or maintaining
such states. However, negotiating these higher realms
does not mean one has automatically or necessarily
healed everything on the personality level of ego states.
It is oft noted that persons with enlightened minds can
remain quite conflicted and contentious in their
relational lives.

One of the strengths and beauty of IFS work is that the
essential qualities of the Self are not simply sought for
their own sake, but are brought to bear in a healing way
on the internal parts of one’s ego. This active use of Self
for ego integration of the psychological self functions to
calm inner voices. This calmness in turn allows for the
Self’s passive ability to be in a witnessing state of
consciousness that can evolve toward what some
traditions call the unity consciousness of the No-Self.

The IFS view of the Self thus provides a bridge between
eastern and western psychologies. Traditional Eastern
thought tends to view ego parts as ephemeral, ultimately
unreal, and the cause of suffering. If they can be
mindfully viewed simply as clouds that can be noticed
and allowed to pass by, persons are eventually enabled to
detach and realize the enlightenment of One Taste, or a
participative consciousness with no boundaries or
separations. Identify with the universe, advises Simon
Weil, because anything less means suffering.

Western thought in the world of mental health, however,
is normally oriented to healing what looks like
debilitating wounds, splits, dissociations, anxieties and
polarizations that threaten personal integrity. While
recent clinical work (Hayes, Follette, and Linehan, 2004;
Segal, Williams, and Teasdale, 2002; Kabat-Zinn, 1990;
and Kurtz, 1990) has pointed to the importance of mindful
awareness for distancing a client from the immediacy of
his or her internal processes, simply teaching meditation
techniques alone are not thought to be adequate for every
case.

IFS theory and practice offers the mediation of a third
way that incorporates both passive and active capacities
of Self-level consciousness. The IFS Self does have
passive self-reflective awareness that allows it to bring
bare attention to internal processes without adding to
them or subtracting from them, in the manner of the
classic eastern Witness. This calm, non-judgmental
consciousness is therapeutic in itself, since it becomes
obvious that the part that is seen does not encompass the
seer. The part observed, no matter how hurt or homicidal,
does not include the aspect of consciousness that is
observing it, and is thus only a part, not the whole of the
person.

However, the Self does not simply manifest passive
awareness that can place a part under observation. It
manifests a variety of essential qualities such as care,
compassion, curiosity and wisdom that allow it to actively
relate to and heal the parts that are burdened, thus
fostering the integration and stability of the psychological
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or ego-based self. The selective use of passive and
active qualities of Self-level consciousness provides
powerful tools in psycho-spiritual growth toward
increased contexts of agency-in-communion.

A possible suggestion for those who use Self qualities
for meditation and healing is that if a thought or feeling
comes into consciousness, can be noticed and allowed
to go by as a cloud in the sky, simply allow that to
happen, and allow Self-level consciousness to remain in
a spacious open state. If, however, the thought, feeling
or sensation repeatedly comes back into consciousness
with an insistent or demanding energy that will not
simply pass by, then treat it as a sub-personality. Give
it the focused attention of the Self, listening gracefully
and respectfully to its concerns, and help it with
whatever acknowledgment, healing or unburdening it
needs. When it becomes unburdened and harmonized
with the internal family or team and learns to trust the
larger wisdom and care of the Self, it will better allow
for the spacious expansiveness of the Self that can lead
to the experiences of love, wonder and oneness reported
by those who meditate.

THE “SPIRIT” IN VOLUME THREE

In this special issue, “Spirituality and Self Leadership”,
we have invited authors to share their passions in
applying the concepts embodied in the Internal Family
Systems*™ model. In choosing the articles for this
edition, we focused on personal practices and accounts
of fostering Self leadership to illustrate both agentive
(i.e., “active”) and communal (i.e., “passive”) means of
experiencing a state of psycho-spiritual connection with
Self.

Several of the articles examine the universality of the
concept of Self leadership, as represented by various
world religions. Thomas Holmes provides an overview
from the perspectives of Christianity, Buddhism,
Judaism, and Islam. Gela Altman examines Self
leadership as described in the Kabbalah, the Jewish
book of mysticism. Karen Horneffer and Paul Ginter
describe a technique for deepening one’s connection to
the Self. Brian Kennedy shares his personal journey in
his own evolution as a Self-led person-in-the-world.
Finally, Clara Irwin offers a contemporary poem
reflecting the compassionate nature of the Self with
one’s internal system. We hope that you find the
current issue of the Journal of Self Leadership
enlightening and inspiring!
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