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Without will, there can indeed be no life and no growth.  Pathwork lecture, 103 



 

 

Introduction 

In Core Energetics process work there is a great deal of emphasis on the mask, 

lower self and higher self and the ways in which we block our energy and creativity in 

relation to each primary wound.  The various body-centered techniques of Core 

Energetics are effective because they facilitate a shift in energy that promotes our healing 

and expands our consciousness.  All of this work is, of course, essential.  The purpose of 

this paper, however, is to explore yet another essential aspect of Core Energetics work, 

that is, the ways in which the will both contains and facilitates this entire process.  As an 

evolutionary process, “Core Energetics requires that clients want to dissolve their original 

wounds and evolve into their authentic selves, heart and soul.” (Black, 2004).  Our 

willingness to evolve, to grow more and more into who we truly are, is a distinctive 

characteristic of Core Energetics process work.  Not that we necessarily begin the process 

with that in mind, or that we become willing smoothly.  Nonetheless, it is important to 

underline how central our will and positive intent are to the evolution of human 

consciousness. 

The Faculty of Will 

The human faculty of the will is most often related in philosophical debates to 

freedom of choice.  (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy)  It is our capacity to choose, 

even if conditioned, that both characterizes what we consider to be uniquely human and 

is an essential faculty utilized in the evolution of human consciousness.  I examine Core 

Energetics in relation to this faculty throughout the paper, emphasizing the will as a 

pivotal component of the Core Energetics evolutionary process.  First, however, I 

summarize some basic aspects of the human faculty we call “will.” 

In The Act of Will Roberto Assagioli, founder of Psychosynthesis, a transpersonal 

psychology that focuses on the development of the will, speaks of the will as our guide to 

self-actualization and self-realization.  The existential experience of the will “occurs in 

three phrases:  first, the will exists; second, having a will; third, the phase of discovery, 

which renders it complete and effective, is that of being a will.” (Assagioli, 1973) 

Most of us discover our will through determined actions.  “Determined” does not 

necessarily mean “forceful.”  A child of normal health has an inner determination to walk 

and speak.  This determination is a natural, inner-guided process that gradually expands 

his or her experience of self.  Through the power of decisive events, he or she gradually 

comes to realize that a sense of self and experiences of willed actions are intimately 

related.  He or she begins to perceive him- or herself as  

a “living subject” endowed with the power to choose, to 

relate, to bring about changes in his [or her] own 

personality, in others, in circumstances.  This enhanced 

awareness, this “awakening” and vision of new, unlimited 

potentialities for inner expansion and outer action, gives a 

new feeling of confidence, security, joy – a sense of 

“wholeness.” (Assagioli, 1973, p. 9)   
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This “wholeness,” however, is not easily maintained.  Inner urges and drives affect our 

motivations as we experience our own resistances, our unwillingness to put forth effort.  

Since the will is not naturally “willful,” it does not force us to do anything; rather, it 

serves us as a regulatory function, “constructively utiliz[ing] all the other activities and 

energies of the human being without repressing any of them.”
 
  (Assagioli, 1973, p. 9)   

The use of the will, therefore, while operative in our everyday lives, needs to be 

cultivated and strengthened.  Training our will requires persistence.  Although we may 

periodically experience direct awareness of self, we become distracted by the contents of 

our thinking/feeling self and take on these fleeting aspects as if they were who we really 

were.  Thus, “if we are to make self-consciousness explicit, clear, and vivid, we must 

disidentify ourselves from all these contents and identify with the self.” (Assagioli, 1973, 

p. 11)  The intimate bond between “I” and “will” creates our lives.  The “I” 

affirms itself gradually as it succeeds in distinguishing 

itself, as a source of activity, from every one of its 

particular elements (feelings, tendencies, instincts, ideas).  

The will is just this activity of the I which is a unity, which 

stands above the multiplicity of its contents, and which 

replaces the previous impulsive, fractional, centrifugal 

action of those contents.  I and will are correlated terms; the 

I exists in so far as it has its own specific capacity for 

action which is the will; and the will exists only as a 

distinctive and autonomous activity of the I.  (Professor 

Calo in Assagioli, 1973, p. 12)    

. . . Through the will, the I acts on the other psychological 

functions, regulating and directing them.   

1. Sensation 

2. Emotion – Feeling 

3. Impulse – Desire 

4. Imagination 

5. Thought 

6. Intuition 

7. Will 

8. Central point:  The I, or personal self.   

(Assagioli, 1973, pp. 12-13)  

In Love, Eros and Sexuality John Pierrakos, founder of Core Energetics, likewise 

examines the function of the will.  Dividing the personality into five components -- 

physical body, feelings and emotions, mind, will and spirituality -- he briefly 

characterizes each.  Regarding the will he explains that  



The Function of the Will 

Bernice Marie-Daly 

Page 3  

 

Our will is responsible for freedom of action and 

expression.  . . . We possess two kinds of will:  active 

(outer will) and receptive (inner will).  The active will, 

emanating from the center of the back (between the 

shoulder blades), initiates assertive and aggressive 

behavior.  It can be used in cruel and manipulative ways, 

especially if one is unconscious of the motives of the lower 

self.  The receptive will – the will of the heart – is in the 

center of the chest.   It responds to intuitive and spiritual 

energies and is activated through prayer, meditation, and 

dreams.  Both forms of will must be present otherwise we 

are unbalanced, a state that often expresses itself in 

physical disease.  (Pierrakos, 1997, p. 28) 

In Core Energetics, Pierrakos relates will specifically to such concepts as 

intention, commitment and will to action. Speaking about love and partnership, Pierrakos 

states that a deeply mutual relationship “requires that each partner voluntarily reveal the 

depths of his/her own soul.  The courage for this revelation comes from the will to love.”  

He continues:  “[L]ove is an act of will . . . .  True love demands the intentions and the 

will to face the reality of the other person in all of its magnificent wholeness and to keep 

exploring.”  Other elements of willingness are:  longing, surrender, trust, pleasure, 

creativity and vulnerability, all of which are aspects of the higher self.  Finally, he 

explains that this willingness is not limited to the personal and relational realm but is the 

groundwork for creating peace; we must “have the intention for peace at all levels and in 

all domains.”  (Pierrakos, 1997, p. 250; pp. 260-262)  The healthy functioning of our will 

thus depends on our willingness to explore the inner tensions of our everyday life and 

relationships, that is, our acceptance and resistance to embracing life as we experience it.   

Core Energetics, working with the insights of the Pathwork lectures
1
, provides a 

unique, dynamic approach to the I/will relationship.   

Core Energetics 

My original impulse to write a paper on the will was based on my experience of 

moments of willingness as moments of grace.  For many months I began my therapy 

sessions with the words:  “help me to be willing to be open, to be willing to be open, to 

be willing, to be willing.”  There is a place inside that one reaches where there is nothing 

more one can do; a moment when it is time to receive.  One knows that in order to 

receive one must be willing to do so.  Wisdom handed down through various spiritual 

traditions claims that we must ask; and if we are not willing to ask, then we must ask to 

become willing to ask; and if we are not willing to become willing, we must ask to 

become willing to become willing to become willing.  Somewhere down this stream of 

                                                 
1
 My thanks to Marlene Abel for recommending specific lectures related to will. 
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resistances, deep inside our soul, we inevitably find the tiniest of desires that is willing to 

be willing.  And that is all we need.  But we have to dig to get there! 

To start, we must be willing to “show up” in the first place.  We are willing to 

show up because we are in some kind of pain.  Pain is essential to our process because it 

wakes us up from our unconscious slumber.
 
 (Pathwork Lectures, Lecture #3)  But we are 

not eager to jump into the fire.  We are both willing and unwilling:  our willingness is our 

desire for growth; our pain is our resistance; and willingness and resistance are a package 

deal.  As long as we are willing to show up and engage our unwillingness, our 

willingness prevails. 

Many times our willingness/unwillingness conflict is subtle.  We often do not 

know what we really want, or so we say.  Or we deceive ourselves by believing that what 

we want must be “wrong,” and then we try to convince ourselves that we don’t really 

want it.  At other times we are stymied, caught between two options, and we make no 

decision.  If we want something very strongly, we may overlook or ignore real obstacles 

or fail to respect others’ positions.  At other times, we dare not create what we want while 

we simultaneously wait for some outer authority to “give it to us.” (Pathwork Lectures, 

Lecture #103)  

Our unwillingness to know what we want -- or our desire to stay in confusion -- is 

our negative intent.  We will not to know, and we deny our unwillingness to know at the 

very same moment.  And initially, at least, we believe it to be true that we are not 

unwilling.  As we come to know the truth and power of our lower self, however, we 

begin to grasp that we are committed to our unwillingness.  At the same time, the Guide 

of the Pathwork lectures states that we cannot will ourselves into our feelings or change 

our thoughts at will.  We cannot honestly make ourselves feel what we do not 

authentically feel or make ourselves “just think something else.”  We must confront who 

we really are in that moment.  What we can will at these junctures is to observe what is 

our truth is without self-deception or self-judgment.  From our willingness to observe, 

our capacity for living and loving emerges.  (Pathwork Lectures, Lecture #103)  We 

experience this power in our own process and we witness it in others.   

Susie is a member of my process group, and on one particular night she came 

ready for battle.  She was enraged and she wanted to stay that way.  Susie spent a great 

deal of her life’s energy in fury.  It was easy for her.  As she began hitting the cube, her 

rage surprisingly crumbled and she started to cry.  She stopped and stated flatly:  “I don’t 

want to cry, I want to stay angry.”  But her insides knew better.  As she started to hit 

again, she just could not keep back the tears.  She felt desperate.  “You have a choice,” I 

reminded her.  “Rage has worked for you in the past, but is it serving you right now?”  

Susie was beginning to recognize the vicious circle her rage created in her life which 

ultimately left her feeling self-loathing and isolated.  “Is that what you want?  Do you 

want to push us way and keep us separate or do you really want to connect?  You have 

free will, Susie.  What is your heart’s desire this very moment?”  There were some tears, 

some conscious breathing and inner conflicted energies rearranging themselves.  Susie 
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began to speak of her fears and her longing for connection.   As she was willing to be 

open, and moved through her process, the group members opened up to her.   As she 

completed her work, I glanced over and saw her beaming face as she took her seat with 

others huddled on the couch.   “What I really wanted,” Susie exclaimed, “was connection.  

And it feels SO good!”   

My interaction with Pat serves as another example.  Pat and I are members of the 

same process group.  After some initial dialogue, the therapist asked Pat to stand, reach 

her arms out and say, “I need you.  I need you.  I need you.”  Pat was in anguish and fear.  

She had worked hard to get to this place of willingness, to be willing to feel her need, and 

to say so out loud.  Pat asked me for a hug and immediately began to cry, feeling her 

humanity, her need to feel close to others, her willingness to risk rejection in order to 

receive.  This gestalt was an embodied and integrative experience for Pat.  Her body, 

mind and spirit were thoroughly engaged in this transformational process, all grounded in 

her willingness to become more conscious.  As we become more trusting, we are enabled 

to meet our needs.   

Core Energetics process work emphasizes the dynamic relationship between our 

negative intent and our positive intent; between our lower self and our higher self.  Our 

willingness, or positive intent, is what gives us the courage to face our lower self.  When 

we express our lower self as simply the truth of the moment, we are in our higher-self 

wisdom and truth.  We are then in a much better position, without self-judgment, simply 

to observe our motivations and behaviors.  Even though we may attach pleasure and 

power to our lower-self defenses, adhering to negativity is ultimately disquieting.  The 

more we become aware of this dynamic, the less we want to hold onto our negative 

patterns, and we slowly begin consciously to choose otherwise.  We derive less and less 

pleasure from the negativity as our longing for a more fulfilling pleasure begins to 

strengthen and encourage us.  Thus our consciousness evolves.   

The lower self, detached from conscious awareness, is an interior prison.  It is a 

powerful energetic pattern that invites and escalates negative attitudes, hostility, abuse of 

power, arrogance and all manner of separateness and cruelty. The world today manifests 

the dangerous powers of the lower self.  These patterns, writ large, are magnified 

expressions of many individual lower selves and reflect our collective unconsciousness, 

or the developmental stage of human consciousness itself.  (Thesenga, 1994, pp. 33-34)  

The work we do as individuals, therefore, contributes to the evolution of human 

consciousness as a whole.  This work rests on our willingness to confront our lower self 

so that these distorted energies can be restored to their original creative flow.   

“We all have secret places of shame and childish beliefs in our ‘badness.’”  

(Thesenga, 1994, p. 139)  We cultivate ways of feeling, thinking and acting that are mean 

and vicious, and we take pleasure in doing so.  “Our negative intentions are an expression 

of our deepest fears that the lower self is our ultimate reality,” that we are hopelessly lost 

forever in this abyss.  (Thesenga, 1994, p. 139)  Our willingness to confront ourselves in 

this way is an expression of our higher self, our source of truth and abundant life.  It is 
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only through our willingness to align our identity with the power of our higher self that 

we are able to accept and endure our lower-self responses.  Even as we deny this part of 

ourselves and project it onto others, the truth of the matter is that we are the source of 

these dark places and even though we hate to admit it, acknowledging our own lower self 

liberates us from the inside out.  While this is an ongoing process that is revealed in 

miniscule ways throughout the day, we can sometimes advance our process through 

intensely focused, directed expressions of our attachment to lower-self negativity.  Core 

energetic techniques help us consciously acknowledge our negative attachments, such as 

by making such statements as:   

I intend to withhold from life. 

I will punish people by not giving them what they want 

from me.  

I want to cheat life – to get more than I give. 

I like blaming and being the victimized child.  

I intend to stay deprived and unhappy in my life. 

Being cold and cruel makes me feel powerful. 

I don’t care if I’m lonely.  I just won’t feel. 

I am hopelessly bad and do not deserve any pleasure. 

I will see life as a punishment.   

(Thesenga, 1994, pp. 215-216) 

Since these negative attachments are also encouraged by contemporary society, 

confronting these attitudes personally often puts us at odds with negative mass images 

about life.  However, “we must learn that egocentricity will never make us happy.  The 

way to fulfillment is through trust of life, a willingness to engage with others, to enter the 

human and planetary life cycles of giving and receiving.”  (Thesenga, 1994, pp. 215-216) 

As we become willing to release our negative attachments, we become more able 

to withstand the anxiety of risking new responses and behaviors.  Our healing then moves 

in the direction of being willing to let go of our old story and embrace new possibilities.  

Our new story evolves in relation to our primary wound:   

Schizoid:  to connect with the material world and be in 

relationship, here and now   

Oral:  to stand on your own two feet, learn to know and fill 

your own needs and freely give to others 

Masochist:  to learn to flow freely; free movement, 

creativity, aggression, sexuality, and the capacity to love 

with the body 

Psychopath:  to connect to humanity, give up superiority, 

need for control, special-ness and separation from others 
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Rigid:  to connect heart with sexuality; to let go of 

perfectionism, control and superiority, and bring 

compassion and feeling into life  

(Anonymous; class handout) 

A pivotal point in my own process involved a substantial entrapment with my 

lower self.  I was filled with rage and hatred and transferred it all to my therapist.  

Experiencing hate living inside me was hard to accept.  The only thing worse than my 

hate was the shame I felt for feeling that way.  My shame almost did me in; it was close 

to impossible for me to feel worthy or lovable.  What saved the day for me was my 

observer self, that inner place or source that simply sees the truth of what is without 

judgment.  My observer self knew, deep in my bones, that my upheaval had nothing to do 

with my therapist.  Many months later, as I expressed my mask and lower self, I was able 

to recognize that my lower-self drama harbored all the denied, numbed feelings of my 

childhood.  As I gradually released these feelings, my heart opened and my willingness 

and ability to identify with my higher self was amplified.    

Susan Thesenga describes the ways in which the lower self creates havoc. 

The lower self manifests at different levels of 

consciousness.  At the ego level, we have certain chronic 

personality faults – such as competitiveness, or a tendency 

to gossip, or to be critical.  At the level of our inner child, 

we have misconceptions and defensive negativity that 

resulted from our childhood wounding.  As we explore 

more deeply, we find negative soul directions – toward 

revenge, or bitterness, or despair, for example --- that 

manifest through entrenched negative life issues.  These are 

aspects of the lower self that we brought with us into this 

incarnation for the purpose of purification.  Deeper still, the 

lower self manifests as our collective attachment to control 

and separateness.  Ultimately, the lower self is whatever in 

us obstructs the free and focused flow of divine energy – 

love and truth – through our being . . . .  The choice to 

identify with our resistance and our separated ego creates 

our capacity for evil.  (Thesenga, 1994, p. 151) 

Evil, then, can be seen as a matter of degree:  “the colossal evil of genocide is rooted in 

the same negative force as that of the egotistical separateness in every one of us that 

unconsciously chooses to align with negativity and fear, rather than surrender to love and 

truth.”  (Thesenga, 1994, p. 151)  We cannot afford, therefore, to deny the consequences 

of our choices because they demonstrate our creative power for good or ill.  Since there is 

ultimately only one life force, denying our lower self deprives us of its essential, 

powerful creative energy.  “When we face and acknowledge its full destructive power in 
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us, then we re-claim the creative power to shape our lives in more positive directions.”  

(Thesenga, 1994, p. 151)  Through our conscious choices for self-awareness the trapped 

creative energies of the lower self are transformed into their original true nature.  We see 

this time and time again as energies are released and brought to consciousness through 

the use of Core Energetics techniques:  using the roller, hitting the cube, engaging in 

dramatic gestalt interactions, kicking, being seen and heard, breathing consciously, 

removing our masks and being in our truth.  These techniques accentuate and then release 

specific energy patterns that the experience of the moment molds within the context of a 

participant’s particular character structure and defense.  Through this integration, we “re-

claim both our true humility as a part of the whole of life and our true power as an 

individual expression of the universal Life Force.”  (Thesenga, 1994, p. 152) 

Surrender 

As we reclaim the disparate parts of ourselves, our capacity to trust life expands, 

and our longing for connection and relationship increases.  We become more willing to 

surrender to our own feelings and to those of those whom we love.  We become more and 

more desirous of letting go of our self-will, and, despite risks and uncertainties, we 

consciously choose to live life from our hearts.  This ability to give ourselves over to life 

requires that we cognitively comprehend the importance of surrender in order to remain 

well motivated.  Then, voluntarily, of our own free will, we make the decisions, day by 

day, to do so. (Pathwork Lectures, Lecture #254)   

I remember my college philosophy professor and mentor saying: “Ultimately, 

we’re either believers or non-believers.”  I am reminded of this remark a lot these days.  

Am I willing to be a believer?  Am I willing to trust the universe?  Am I willing to accept 

that which I will never rationally understand?  Am I willing to release doubt?  Am I 

willing to feel my fears and losses?  Am I willing to feel my desires and longings?  

“Surrender” is a scary word to me because I think of it as an either/or proposition.  I fear 

that in surrendering there will be nothing left of me; I will have given it all away.  

However, the Guide absolutely affirms that this is not the case.  The Guide characterizes 

the essential active/passive, dual nature of surrender as a dance of sorts that we learn 

through our relationship with ourselves and with others:  “[It is] a time for surrender and 

standing firm; yielding and self-assertion; giving in and fighting.”  (Pathwork Lectures, 

Lecture #254)   

Ultimately, our willingness to surrender creates what John Pierrakos calls “the 

will to love,” which resides in the heart.  “The will of the heart,” Pierrakos continues, 

“not only ‘feels’ but also ‘thinks,’ reminding us that some forty percent of the cells of the 

heart are not muscular, but neurons, like the brain cells.  Furthermore, loving emits 

‘energetic waves’ connecting our chest, diaphragm, belly, pelvis and genital organs.  As 

these waves flow through the body, we experience ‘pleasure supreme,’ a state of pleasure 

that is not only physical but also spiritual.”
 
  (Gotlieb, 2000, pp. 1-2)  Our loving heart 

manifests three qualities:  1) tremendous flow, feeling and vibration; 2) a quality of 

“knowing it all,” a feeling of knowing life and the other person; and 3) a tremendous 
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power that comes from one’s whole being, not from an ego orientation.  “The will of the 

heart is a powerful expression and is very specific.  There is no other way that this is felt 

except through the heart.”  (Gotlieb, 2000, pp. 1-2)  The heart, then, functions like a 

hologram and expresses thinking, feeling and power, which are manifested physically 

through our will chakras.  (Gotlieb, 2000, pp. 1-2) 

The will to love is in the front of the body.  All of the 

receptive fields are in the front of the body, all seven of the 

chakras.  The back of the body has the active chakras.  The 

will chakras are in the back and the feeling chakras are in 

the front.  The will of the heart belongs to the fourth 

chakra. …. Both chakras need to be working together for 

there to be a will to love; the back will chakra and the front 

feeling chakra.  (Gotlieb, 2000, pp. 8-9) 

In order to maintain an open heart, we must be willing to confront our mask and lower 

self.  As we do this, we are more able to determine consciously how to express ourselves 

and to choose consciously to love our partner.  If we are not willing to do this in our 

relationships, our heart will remain closed and our relationships will disintegrate.   

We all struggle in our lives with how to make contact with 

others, how to develop a connection, how to touch or be 

touched by someone.  In Core Energetics, we view contact 

on a spectrum that contains degrees of intimacy.  . . . It is 

helpful to divide intimacy into two parts that are opposite 

sides of the same coin.  The first part is the willingness to 

reveal yourself to another, to let someone see as much of 

who you really are as possible.  The more you are willing 

to open yourself to another, the more intimacy you will 

have in your relationship, the closer you will feel.  

The other half of intimacy is the willingness to take the 

other in, to have the intention to see someone for who he or 

she truly is.  Genuine intimacy necessitates seeing people 

not as you want them to be, but how they really are.  In a 

relationship, if you can open yourself to your partners, 

friends, or relatives and also accept them for who they are, 

you are on the way to experiencing bliss.  (Black, 2004, 

pp. 29-30) 

Our longing for intimacy draws us closer and closer to our higher self, the universal life 

force.  Intimacy evokes vulnerability and an expansive willingness to trust and surrender 

to life.   
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Pierrakos illustrates this point through the traditional model of a relationship 

between a woman and a man.  But this “fusion of the heart” can be understood to be true 

for same sex partners as well. 

What shows if you have a relationship where you can really 

surrender is that the woman surrenders to her body and 

trusts the feelings.  She allows her heart to be connected to 

her sexuality and accepts it.  The man has deep loving 

feelings in the relationship and surrenders also, surrenders 

his false ego.  His sexuality is not active or aggressive; it is 

sexuality that goes back and forth.   

He is moving and he is receptive.  He doesn’t have that 

patriarchal attitude about the orgasm where he thinks, “I’ve 

got to get that orgasm or else I’m not a man.”  There is 

activity and receptivity between them and they both trust it.   

Most important of all is the fusion of the heart.  It elevates 

two human beings to a higher level.  The body is the 

physical instrument for the spirit.  The soul itself is fed, 

nurtured and there is a union of the soul and the body.  The 

body enjoys everything, but the meaning of the relationship 

is elevated to a superior level when the fusion occurs.  

(Gotlieb, 2000, p. 15) 

Conclusion 

Core Energetics is a process devoted to the evolution of human consciousness that 

integrates all aspects of human experience:  the physical body, feelings and emotions, 

mind, will and spirituality.  (Pierrakos, 1997, p. 24)  This paper focuses specifically on 

the faculty of the will, the relational dynamic between willingness and willfulness, the 

centrality of our conscious choices throughout and the aligning of our will with the 

universal life force.   

The simple fact is that we are all fragile human beings who long to belong and 

who long for love.  We wrestle with love because it is hard to love ourselves and hard to 

love another.  We need help to release our fears and insecurities, and that need makes us 

feel vulnerable.  We do not like feeling vulnerable.  We do not like feeling out of control.  

We do not like feeling scared and alone.  We long for more from life yet fight our 

longing at the same time.  We want to be loved, and the best and perhaps only way to be 

loved is to love:  to take the necessary risks and move out of our self-defined realities and 

trust life.  We need a source greater than our everyday egos for that to be possible.  

Ultimately, we find ourselves on a path toward wholeness and possibility.  Ultimately we 

realize we will never be satisfied with anything less than love itself.  “The ‘Core’ of Core 

Energetics is not human energy, the body, or consciousness (although these are all 

important); it is God, or all the aspects of love.”  (Black, 2004, p. 38)  We move through 
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this process one choice at a time.  The goal is not to be perfect; rather, the touchstone is 

our willingness to love.  And in the process we awaken to our most authentic self. 
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