
The sacred and the ordinary can be  
hard to reconcile. It is difficult to feel 
connected to the divine while in the 
midst of an impassioned domestic 
argument on a dreary Sunday 
afternoon. And, in moments when  

we do finally connect with something transcendent, 
the messy nitty-gritty of our personal lives can 
seem to recede far into the distance. This is equally 
true in the therapy room where it can be difficult to 
be in touch with the interpersonal and transpersonal 
at the same time. However, when we are able to 
connect with what lies beyond the horizon of our 
day-to-day self, while staying in touch with our most 
human and dysfunctional wounds, profound healing 
can take place.

Seeing through both lenses at the same time is 
perhaps inherently difficult but surely worthwhile  
if we are to try to attend to the wholeness of our 
clients’ full human nature. How, then, do we listen 

with sensitivity, seeking to hear both relational and 
transpersonal meanings, without ignoring either? 
Perhaps the key is in recognising that the separation 
between the interpersonal and transpersonal is 
merely an illusion of perspective. In order to 
transcend this division, we must venture into the 
unknown. In doing so, we may begin to uncover the 
interdependency that underlies both the human and 
spiritual dimensions of life.

Dependency and denial
Dependency lies at the heart of our humanity, 
defining our earliest relationships and shaping the 
very foundations of how we relate to others. In 
therapy, relational difficulties can often be traced 
back to our difficulty in tolerating the vulnerability our 
closeness with others can bring. It threatens us with 
the return of primal feelings of powerlessness, 
exposure and overwhelming need – first experienced 
as infants in a state of total dependency. It is easy to 
see how our relationship to dependency is central to 
our interpersonal psyche, however, what may be less 
obvious is how dependency is also a cornerstone of 
our transpersonal makeup.

In Buddhist philosophy, everything exists in a state 
of absolute dependency with everything else. Just 
as ‘hot’ only exists because of ‘cold’, nothing has  
any true independent reality outside of relationship. 
Interdependency is the foundation of reality.1 
However, at the root of our suffering lies a profound 
denial of our dependent interconnection. From the 
Buddhist perspective, we often find ourselves 

Joseph Pawson reflects on  
the role of spirituality in 
navigating the vulnerabilities 
of human connection

Interdependency 
and unknowing

April 2026  |  THRESHOLDS  |  1918  |  THRESHOLDS  |  April 2026

Discussion Discussion



have kept them safe. It is the connection itself  
that allows vulnerability and trauma to re-emerge.  
In the compassionate and understanding embrace 
of another, once unbearable feelings can be 
welcomed back from their exile and re-experienced 
with the support needed to digest and bear them. 
Therapy gives clients the safety and space to take 
stock of the subconscious beliefs that have shaped 
their perspectives and unlearn the narratives that 
have shielded them from their connection to others. 
However, in order to allow our clients to open up,  
we, as therapists, need to be vulnerable too.

If we are to truly listen to our clients and be 
genuinely open to receiving them, we have to hold 
our own beliefs lightly. We, too, need to enter into 
unknowing and in doing so, let go of the defences 
that protect our own vulnerability. When we are 
open to our clients in this way, we allow ourselves to 
be impacted by them, to really feel their pain and to 
expose ourselves to a way of seeing the world that 
may even challenge the beliefs that we find our  
own security in. It is precisely this vulnerability,  
this willingness to be undeniably touched by their 
suffering and moved by their experience, that gives 
us the tenderness that signals to our clients’ 
vulnerability that it is safe to emerge.

denying the wholeness of this web of 
interdependency: splitting it apart in order to  
chase after the good and avoid the bad. In  
dividing the world in this way, we lose sight of  
our interconnected nature and get caught in an 
illusion of separateness, suffering as a result.

A similar process lies at the heart of so many of  
the difficulties we face in our relationships. We try  
to avoid the pain that our need for others exposes us 
to by denying our connection and creating the illusion 
that we are self-sufficient. Yet this very act of denial, 
while intended to protect us, actually causes so many 
of our disturbances. We attack the ones we love  
when they expose our need for them, pushing them 
away with anger and avoidance rather than facing  
the vulnerability we feel. Both spiritually and 
interpersonally, we try to avoid pain through denial, 
severing our connections, and cutting ourselves  
off from the very bonds that sustain us emotionally 
and could put us in touch with something beyond.  
In each case, denial isolates us through a trick of 
perspective. It trims down our view of the world  
to exclude what is unmanageable and promises  
us security with a false sense of certainty. However, we 
cannot simply cast aside our denial. It is fundamental 
to the perspectives and worldviews that inform our 
day-to-day existence: the maps that we live by.

The maps of our world
As we grow up, we learn, creating a blueprint of  
the world based on what our experiences teach us. 
Over time, we internalise these maps, viewing the 
world through their filters without even realising it.2 
However, they may not always be totally accurate.  
In fact, our subconscious minds will often ignore 
information that contradicts their maps, preferring 
instead to stick to the narratives they already know.3 

We believe what has worked for us and deny  
what does not. Our perspectives, therefore,  
are fundamentally shaped by the psychological 
purposes they serve: our need to make the world 
manageable. Furthermore, no matter how good our 
maps are, they are always incomplete. Instead of 
living with the threat of uncharted and unknown 

territory, we deny what lies outside the borders  
of our maps, preferring instead the security of  
the known. So, when we view the world through  
the limited perspective of our maps, we lose sight  
of the bigger picture.

Trauma deepens this disconnection. It reduces  
the size of our world in order to separate us from 
unbearable pain and provide the security we lack. 
This not only applies to major trauma, but also to the 
kind of everyday developmental trauma that we all 
experience when we grow up and some of our needs 
are inevitably not met. Whether that is a need for 
being understood, valued or reassured, or whether 
we have been consistently or profoundly let down,  
we are forced to deny our unmet needs, drawing the 
boundaries of our maps in a way that excludes them. 
To make sense of these reduced borders, we tell 
ourselves that we are strong, independent and 
self-sufficient. This kind of denial lies at the heart  
of so many people’s struggles. Past traumas have 
taught them to exile their vulnerability, yet the very 
denial that was meant to keep them safe now causes 
disconnection and therefore suffering. 

Unknowing
Our restrictive maps do not only interfere with  
our relationships, but also profoundly limit our 
relationship to the beyond, stifling our spiritual lives. 
When we ‘confuse the map with the territory’ as 
Alfred Korzybski famously said, we replace our 
infinite interdependency with something limited and 
incomplete.4 As William Blake wrote, ‘If the doors of 
perception were cleansed, everything would appear 
to man as it is, infinite.’5 In other words, if we could 
put down our maps and instead, simply gaze upon 
the world as it is, we would perceive the endless 
undivided interdependency of existence. Needless 
to say, this is easier said than done. However,  
many spiritual traditions, and even our own  
tradition of psychotherapy, point to ways in which 
we can move towards this expanded perception. 
The key to this process is to relate to our maps  
with a little less certainty.

In the 14th century, an anonymous English monk 
wrote that the way to God was through a cloud of 
unknowing.6 If we can hold our maps a little more 
tentatively, to ‘know’ them with less conviction, a 
fuller picture can come into view. However, as our 
maps are the defences we use to deny life’s pain,  
in the process of letting go of them, we have to 
confront the hurt that we have held at bay. To  
face our wounds, we need the very thing that  
our defences are cutting us off from: each other.

In therapy, it is the quality of the relationship  
that a therapist offers their clients that provides  
the security for them to let go of the maps that  
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When we are in a cloud of unknowing, there 
is no distinction between the interpersonal and 
transpersonal; there is simply raw experience itself.  
It is only when we try to make the limitlessness of  
our experience fit inside the confines of our theories 
that we divide its totality. Bion, an influential British 
psychoanalyst, advocated that therapists should 
approach their client work without memory, desire  
or meaning.7 In other words, in order to find a more 
integrated approach to therapy, we need to let go 
of our maps as much as possible and encounter  
our clients without the security of feeling as if we 
‘know’. We need to become vulnerable and step  
out into the unknown.

Finally, when we do find ourselves in a familiar 
Sunday afternoon argument, if we are able to 
become vulnerable and ‘not know’, we might just 
encounter something sacred too. By putting down 
our defences and convictions, we can open up to 
both our partner’s pain and the vulnerability we  
have exiled in ourselves too. As we step outside the 
protection of our maps, we expose the tenderness 
that can not only provide us with the support we 
need to bear our pain together, but in surrendering 
to the unknown, we might just catch a glimpse of  
the mystery of the infinite interdependency that  
we have been sheltering from all along. 
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Our maps for therapy
If to be open to another is to be in a state of 
unknowing, what then of the maps that make up our 
theories for therapy? When we rigidly cling to our 
theories, we miss what is not included in them and try 
to force our clients into a mould that does not fit. For 
example, when we view things totally from a dyadic 
relational perspective, we might inadvertently deny 
the impact of culture, wider events and imaginal or 
spiritual facets. Likewise, when we are protected 
from our own personal wounds with transpersonal 
models that obscure our own interpersonal 
vulnerabilities, we will not be able to see our clients’ 
relational pain. It is worth reflecting on the theories 
we hold for therapy and wondering how they might 
be protecting us from pain, mystery or the unknown.

The more we can open to the wounds that our  
own maps shelter us from, the less we will need to 
use them to shield us from the wholeness of our 
clients’ humanity.
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