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Introduction 

"The cave you fear to enter holds the treasure you seek." 

— Joseph Campbell 

"Out beyond ideas of wrongdoing and rightdoing, there is a field. 

I'll meet you there." 

— Rumi 

The morning I am thinking of begins the way most mornings in Querétaro begin: with the 
sound of church bells crossing the neighborhood before the light has fully arrived, and the smell of 
something warm being prepared somewhere below. I have been living here since October 2024, in a 
city that has no particular interest in whether I have figured things out yet, in a country that did not 
ask me to explain myself when I arrived. There is a peculiar freedom in that, and a particular kind of 
loneliness that I did not fully anticipate, and I have come to understand both as aspects of the same 
passage. The threshold has its own instruction. 

I chose to call myself an immigrant rather than an expatriate when I arrived, a distinction that 
matters more than it might appear to. Language is never neutral; the words we use to describe our 
own experience carry the weight of what we are willing to acknowledge about it. Expatriate suggests 
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temporary displacement from a position of privilege, someone on sabbatical from their real life. 
Immigrant carries a different register: vulnerability, risk, the plain fact of uprooting. It also places me 
in solidarity with every person who has ever crossed a border seeking safety, sanity, or a life their 
homeland could no longer offer. That solidarity felt like the psychologically honest choice, and 
psychological honesty is what this book is built around. 

I am a psychologist. I have spent decades working with people at exactly this kind of crossing: 
the moment when the life they had been living is no longer adequate for the person they are being 
asked to become. I know the difference between a geographical move and a psychological one. 
What happened when I left the United States was both. The crossing itself was instruction. The 
disorientation was curriculum. And what I have been learning since, slowly and not always 
gracefully, is the subject of this book. 

A Threshold and Its Invitation 

In 2008, I wrote A Life Aligned. That book was concerned with destination: how to come home 
to yourself, how to remember the essential self beneath the accumulated layers of conditioning and 
expectation, how to live in greater alignment with what is most true in you. I still believe in that 
project, and the recently completed revision of that book deepened rather than abandoned its 
central claims. But what A Life Aligned could not fully address, what I was not yet equipped to 
address, is the nature of the passage itself. The darkness between knowing and becoming. The 
wilderness that transformation requires. The thing that happens in the middle, before the destination 
reveals itself. 

Somewhere in the years between that first book and this one, I came to understand that the 
wilderness between worlds is the crucible, and that trying to abbreviate it or transcend it is precisely 
the move that forecloses the transformation it contains. Carl Jung called this individuation: the 
lifelong process by which a person becomes more fully themselves, not by acquiring new qualities 
but by integrating what has been split off, repressed, projected, or denied. It is a movement toward 
wholeness that passes directly through the parts of ourselves we would most prefer to avoid. The 
treasure is in the cave. It has always been in the cave. 

This book is about that passage. It is about authenticity understood not as a destination you 
arrive at once and maintain effortlessly, but as a practice of returning, again and again, to what is 
most true in you, even when the weight of conditioning, fear, or external pressure makes that return 
feel nearly impossible. It is about paradise understood psychologically: not a place located in the past 
or promised in the future, but a quality of consciousness that becomes available precisely through 
the willingness to inhabit the full complexity of a life in transition. And it is about the individuation 
process itself, the Jungian arc of becoming more fully oneself, as the organizing structure through 
which all genuine transformation moves. 

If you have found your way to this book, I suspect you are already standing at some version of 
this threshold. Perhaps something has ended: a relationship, a career, a city, a version of yourself 
that no longer fits who you are discovering yourself to be. Or perhaps what ended did not wait for 
your permission --- a dream that dissolved, a person who departed, a future that quietly closed its 
door. Either way, you find yourself here, in the tender and disorienting space of not knowing, 
carrying a map that no longer matches the territory you are now walking through. That 
disorientation is not pathology. It is the beginning of the passage. 



Jung understood that what we grieve most fiercely is rarely only what appears on the surface. 
When something central to our lives falls away, we grieve not just the loss itself but the aspect of 
ourselves that was carried in it --- the part of us that lived in and through what is now gone. This is 
why loss of that kind can feel disproportionate, harder to carry than others seem to think is 
reasonable, longer-lasting than the situation appears to warrant. The invitation hidden inside that 
grief, when we are ready to receive it, is to withdraw the projection, to reclaim the interior life we 
had placed outside ourselves, and to carry it differently. This is shadow work. It is demanding, and it 
is the source of the most durable transformation available to us. 

The Architecture of the Journey 

Joseph Campbell spent his life studying the mythological record of human transformation 
across cultures and centuries, and what he found was striking in its consistency. Every genuinely 
transformative journey follows the same essential arc. The hero hears a call to leave the familiar 
world, resists it, doubts it, and eventually, willingly or otherwise, crosses a threshold into the 
unknown. Trials emerge. The descent into darkness becomes unavoidable. And if the hero remains 
in that darkness long enough, a shift occurs: a death of the former self, the necessary precondition 
for whatever comes next. Then comes the return, carrying the treasure that was found in the cave: 
not gold or glory, but wisdom, compassion, and a more differentiated way of being in the world. 

Campbell understood this as the universal structure of transformation, drawn not from 
imagination but from the accumulated psychological record of human experience. Jung understood 
it as the intrapsychic architecture of individuation. What both recognized is that this movement 
cannot be accomplished at the level of the ego alone. The familiar self, the identity we have carefully 
constructed and maintained, is precisely what must be relinquished for the larger self to emerge. This 
is why transformation so often begins with loss, disruption, or the failure of what we thought we 
were. The call comes not when we are ready, but when the old structure can no longer hold what we 
are becoming. 

This is not metaphor. It is the architecture of transformation itself --- and it is also, I want to be 
clear, not a linear process. The hero's journey does not proceed tidily from stage to stage. We circle 
back. We regress. We find ourselves in what felt like the return only to discover that another descent 
is required. Jung's concept of individuation makes the same point: the movement toward wholeness 
is spiral rather than straight, and what looks like repetition is often deepening. The aim of this book 
is not to guide you through the journey once and have it finished. It is to help you recognize where 
you are in the movement, and to accompany you through whatever passage you are currently 
inhabiting. 

The chapters ahead are organized around these three movements. The first, Awakening and 
Disillusionment, addresses the recognition that the life we have been living has outgrown the 
identity that once sustained it: the exposure of inherited illusions, the loosening of dependency 
structures, and the beginning of genuine differentiation. The second, The Descent and Separation, is 
the wilderness itself: the threshold crossing, the separation from old identity, the restructuring that 
only becomes possible in the absence of familiar ground. The third, Integration and Return, is the 
embodiment of what has been learned, and the offering of that knowing back to the communities 
and relationships from which we came. Each movement builds on the one before it. The reader who 
arrives at the final chapter has, if this book works as intended, traveled a real psychological arc rather 
than simply read about one. 



A Crossing of My Own 

I moved to México in October 2024, and the reasons were both political and psychological, 
which is to say they were never fully separable. The country I had loved and served for decades was 
fracturing in ways that felt, to me, structural rather than cyclical. The values I had built my 
professional and personal life around, among them truth, compassion, inclusion, and the slow 
imperfect machinery of democratic governance, were eroding in ways that I could no longer 
interpret as temporary. Each day brought its particular form of grief. There came a point when 
staying felt less like loyalty than like a refusal to acknowledge what I was seeing. 

I want to be careful here, because this book is not primarily about politics, and I have no 
interest in using a public crisis as a vehicle for personal drama. But I also cannot pretend that the 
crossing was abstract. It was concrete and difficult and continues to be both. I grieve the country I 
left, not as an idealized place but as an ongoing project I loved and believed in. I carry that grief 
alongside a genuine gratitude for what I have found here: the warmth of Querétaro's streets and 
people, the cobblestones at dawn, the markets, the church bells, and the particular quality of 
welcome that México extended to me before I had done anything to earn it. And I carry something 
that surprised me: a renewed capacity for hope, which I had quietly given up as naïve. México 
elected its first woman president, Dra. Claudia Sheinbaum, a climate scientist and person of Jewish 
heritage governing a predominantly Catholic nation. Watching her lead with competence and 
evident care for her people reminded me that these qualities are not incompatible with leadership, 
and that reminder was not small. 

What this crossing has given me, beyond its surface beauty and daily strangeness, is an 
embodied understanding of what it means to leave a paradigm rather than simply a geography. 
Individuation often requires exactly this kind of physical enactment: the interior movement made 
concrete, the inner crossing given outer form. The wilderness I have been inhabiting is not only the 
one outside my window in Querétaro. It is the one that opened up inside me when the familiar 
structures fell away and I was left with the question of what, exactly, I was without them. That 
question is the one this book is built around. 

How to Read This Book 

I do not teach in straight lines, and this book does not move in them either. The approach that 
has shaped my practice for decades, rooted in the indirect influence of Milton Erickson, trusts that 
insight arrives most durably when it is not forced but allowed: when metaphor and narrative create 
the conditions in which understanding can surface in its own time, at its own depth, without the 
resistance that direct instruction tends to produce. This approach assumes that the reader's 
unconscious is already participating, and that the slower, more patient processes of integration are 
already underway beneath the surface of conscious attention. What the book asks of you is not 
comprehension but presence. 

As you read, allow the ideas to move through you without requiring them to settle immediately 
into resolution. Notice what resonates and what meets resistance; both carry information. Some 
chapters will strike close to home and others will feel more distant. Trust the distance as much as the 
recognition. The process of individuation is not linear, and neither is the experience of reading about 
it. What does not seem relevant now may become essential later. What lands as abstract today may 
become deeply personal in the weeks ahead, in a conversation, in a dream, in a moment of 
unexpected clarity that arrives long after you have set the book down. 



This book is not a self-help manual, and it does not offer a formula for transformation. 
Transformation does not follow formulas. What it offers instead is a framework drawn from depth 
psychology, from the lived experience of crossing a real threshold, from decades of working with 
people in the middle of their own passages, and from the kind of reflection that only becomes 
possible when you have finally stopped moving long enough to look back at the terrain you have 
covered. The aim is not inspiration. The aim is grounded coherence: a steadiness that comes not 
from having resolved everything, but from having learned to inhabit the questions with less fear. 

Throughout the chapters ahead, I will draw on stories from my own journey: the struggles, the 
failures, the moments of unexpected grace, alongside the insights of those who have walked this 
path before us. Where I offer case illustrations, they are constructed composites drawn from 
decades of clinical practice, shaped to protect privacy while preserving psychological truth. Where I 
write from my own experience, I have tried to be factually precise and honest about what I know 
and what I am still learning. The guide on this particular path is also still walking it. That, as I 
understand it, is the only honest position from which to write a book like this one. 

My grandmother Rosie used to say, with the particular directness of someone who had earned 
her convictions through living: "You're all right, kid. The world's all wrong." She meant it as a 
distinction that mattered, that the confusion and grief we carry are not evidence of personal failure 
but signs of contact with something real. She lived with fierce authenticity until her final breath, and 
in her I saw what it looks like when a person carries individuation all the way through. The treasure 
she found was not freedom from difficulty; it was the knowledge that difficulty was not the last 
word. That knowledge is what this book is in service of. 

Paradise is not behind us. It was never safely located in the past, waiting to be recovered. It is 
discovered, and rediscovered, in the act of remaining present to the full complexity of a life in 
passage, in the willingness to keep moving even when the path forward is unclear. The field Rumi 
speaks of, the one that exists beyond wrongdoing and rightdoing, is not somewhere else. It is the 
ground beneath this threshold. And I will meet you there. 

May you find the courage to leave what no longer serves your becoming. 

May you trust the wilderness when clarity fades and the familiar falls away. 

May you recognize that you are not lost; you are in the passage. 

May you discover that paradise was never a destination you had left behind, 

but a quality of seeing that was waiting to be earned. 

Welcome to the threshold. 

Dr. Mark A. Arcuri 
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