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There are certain laws of nature, immutable truths that guide and 

govern our lives. These truths are so inextricably linked to the fabric 

of our beings that we often take them for granted. How often do we 

stop to ponder that an exhale is always followed by an inhale? How 

often do we recognize the miraculous perfection of nature’s seasons, 

where spring’s bloom always follows winter’s hibernation, which 

always follows the shedding of autumn leaves? How often do we 

realize the miracle of the birth of the universe, the contractions and 

expansions that ultimately created our reality as we know it? The 

cycles of our lives, from the smallest breath to the magnitude of the 

effects of the moon’s relationship to the earth to the existence of the 

universe, happen with or without our consent. 

 

But how much richer is our breath when we bring our consciousness 

to an inhalation, experiencing the expansion of our rib cage and chest 

as our lungs fill with air! And the release of breath can be a whole 

body experience when we consciously choose to let go, expelling the 

air through our open lips like a great rush of wind. With the smallest 

attention we feel more clear and alive, an ordinary breath transformed 

into an extraordinary experience. And how much more beautiful does 

a tree illuminated with the fiery gold and red of autumn become when 

we stop to look at it! We can pass a forest of such trees in a rush but 

when we slow down for a moment to take in the glory we are uplifted 

by sheer beauty and the tenor of our day is altered. It’s a matter of 

taking time to bear witness instead of pushing through as quickly as 
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possible. 

So it is with life’s transitions. We become adolescents. We get 

married. We move to a new city. We have a child. We watch our 

children leave. We retire. We enter old age. We pass from this earth. 

We move through life’s cycles whether we give our consent our not. 

But when we bring attention to these transitions growth and 

transformation become possible. 

Each time we walk through a portal of a transition, we leave behind 

the familiar and move into the unknown. Transitions are earthquakes 

in that they shake up our foundations. In the midst of the tremors it’s 

natural to feel scared and out of control, which will cause us to either 

hang on more tightly to the old, familiar life or, if we allow it, to 

surrender to the unfamiliar sensations and let go into the new life. It is 

in this letting go that we say goodbye to the old ways, we let of our 

illusions of control, we grieve what will never be again, and then we 

make room for something new to be born: an identity, a way of life, 

new aspects of ourselves. 
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The Importance of Honoring Transitions 
 
Our culture generally overlooks transitions, preferring to focus on the 

more identifiable periods that bookend life’s changes, like the material 

aspects of planning a wedding and how to have a successful 

marriage, or the physical components of growing a baby and how to 

raise a healthy child. We offer a bride and groom week-by-week 

checklists on the hundreds of tasks they need to complete before the 

wedding day without emotionally preparing them for the transition of 

leaving behind singlehood and becoming a wife or husband.  

But when we look more closely and understand the patterns of 

transitions, we appreciate their function in preparing us for the 

change of lifestyle and identity that occurs at each new threshold. A 

natural separation begins at the onset of a transition which signals 

the time to withdraw into a cocoon and allow ourselves, both 

consciously and at the level of the unconscious, to grieve the old life 

and clear the way for the new identity to emerge. Just as the new 

buds of spring cannot occur without winter’s quiet hibernation, so we 

cannot pass into the next season of our lives - prepared to assume 

the awesome, exhausting, challenging, and miraculous role of being 

a wife or husband – without enduring the necessary sense of loss 

and quietude that the separation phase of transitions engenders. If 

you are unwilling to let go of the old way of life and the “non-married” 

identity – the freedom, lifestyle, and independence – you will be 

unable to truly embrace the gift of marriage and be fully present for 
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your relationship. 

A broader look at transitions reveals that they are vital to the 

formation of a healthy individual, assisting us at each phase of 

identity to become a confident adolescent, a purposeful young adult, 

a committed life partner, a patient and loving parent, a wise elder. 

Transitions are thresholds, markers in our lives when we say 

goodbye to something old and move in a new direction. They are the 

nubs on the branch of a tree that mark the end of that growth cycle 

and the beginning of the next limb. As such, they are both breaking 

points and strengthening points, times when, if we let ourselves, we 

fall apart, then build ourselves anew stronger and wiser than before. 

Like a caterpillar before it transforms into a butterfly, we are more 

malleable during transitions, more spiritually available to making 

changes within and expanding our capacity for growth. And, like the 

caterpillar, when we move through a transition consciously, we 

absorb the grubbiness of that phase of our lives and transform into a 

more beautiful and magnificent version of ourselves. 
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The Three Phases of Transitions 

My work is directly based on the pioneering research of the Dutch 

anthropologist, Arnold van Gennep, whose comprehensive studies of 

indigenous cultures worldwide culminated in the 1960 publication of 

The Rites of Passage. Van Gennep learned that every culture has 

elaborate rituals and ceremonies to help their members cross from 

one social identity to the next, and that these rites are essential to the 

successful passage between stages. He also determined that a rite of 

passage consists of three phases: an ending, referred to as a “rite of 

separation”, an in-between zone when we are in the liminal (limbo) 

stage of identities, and a new beginning, or a “rite of incorporation.” 

We can apply these three phases to any transition we’re undergoing, 

and by doing so we give ourselves a context in which to understand 

the emotional undercurrent of each phase. When we marry, for 

example, the engagement is the time to recognize that the old life is 

coming to a close, the wedding is the threshold that marks the end of 

the old life and the beginning of the new, and the marriage is the time 

to complete the adjustment and embrace the new life. When we 

marry consciously, we take the time to grieve the ending of our single 

selves, we recognize that there will be a change in our relationship to 

our parents and friends, and we explore our fears and expectations of 

marriage. We dance around the landmines of the wedding industry 

that entice us at every turn to spend our time, energy, and money on 
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creating a perfect day and instead have the courage to recognize the 

engagement as a time of loss and uncertainty as well as happy 

anticipation. By doing so we are given a boon on the other side of the 

wedding day: true joy in being married and the opportunity, with the 

safe haven and stability of marriage as a launching pad, to become 

more of who we are. The fear that by becoming a wife or husband we 

will feel diminished or resentful is debunked, and we thrive in the 

possibilities of the new phase. 
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Cultural Denial of Transitions 

While every indigenous culture in the world honors transitions with 

elaborate rituals designed to prepare the child, adolescent, bride, or 

new mother for the changes and challenges she’s undergoing, 

Western culture leaves its members to fend for themselves. We deny 

the importance of these critical passages in our lives and instead 

over-focus on external details as a way to distract from the enormity 

of the emotional turbulence that transitions create. Instead of a 

woman recognizing her fears about marriage and her grief about 

leaving the old lifestyle, she throws herself into a planning a “perfect” 

wedding. Instead of man approaching his transition from bachelor to 

husband with conscious ritual, he engages in a meaningless (and 

often time insulting) pseudo-ritual of a Las Vegas event.  

We, as individuals, are not to blame for our inability to slow down and 

thus truly experience a transition. To begin with, the pace of our 

culture is not conducive to honoring transitions. We move quickly, 

speak quickly, eat quickly, work quickly, and drive quickly. Unlike 

indigenous, earth- based cultures, we are a left-brained, rational, 

masculine- driven culture. During transitions we focus on externals to 

the exclusion of the internal realm. 

Neither are the values of our cultures conducive to honoring 

transitions. We value efficiency, productivity, and an even-keel 

attitude. And the psychological framework of our culture is not 
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conducive to honoring transitions. We are a culture that reveres what 

we can verify with our five senses and raises a skeptical eyebrow at 

the amorphous and elusive realms of “identity” and “phases of life.” 

We value charts, timetables, checklists and arm the engaged couple 

with these “tools” as if they will prepare them for marriage.  

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, the spiritual foundation of our 

culture is not conducive to honoring transitions. Inherent to transitions 

is an acceptance that death is part of life, not only literal death but the 

metaphoric deaths that occur any time we leave an old way behind. 

Indigenous cultures and all spiritual traditions weave an 

understanding of death into their daily rituals, understanding that a 

denial of death means a denial of life. To put it bluntly, our culture 

fears death and so, as a result, simply has no room to talk about 

transitions honestly. The Buddhist nun Pema Chodron says it clearly 

in her book When Things Fall Apart: 

“Fear of death is always in the background... We’re always trying to 

deny that it’s a natural occurrence that things change, that the sand is 

slipping through our fingers. Time is passing. It’s as natural as the 

seasons changing and day turning into night. But getting old, getting 

sick, losing what we love – we don't see those events as natural 

occurrences. We want to ward off that sense of death, no matter 

what. 

“Relaxing with the present moment, relaxing with hopelessness, 

relaxing with death, not resisting the fact that things end, that things 
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pass, that things have no lasting substance, that everything is 

changing all the time – that is the basic message.” (p. 44) 

Despite Western’s culture lack of conversation and preparation, we 

all pass through transitions. We become adolescents, young adults, 

wives and husbands, fathers and mothers. We leave home, we 

graduate, we move, we end relationships, we lose our loved ones, we 

begin new jobs, we leave old jobs. We make it through because 

human beings are survivors, but most of us do so blindly, arriving at 

the shores of transition in a tattered life-raft, ourselves parched, 

seeking guidance, finding none, feeling scared and alone. The result 

is a culture where anxiety and depression are commonplace (as 

evidenced by the rampant use of medication); adolescent angst, lost 

young adults, postbridal depression, postpartum depression, midlife 

crises, and the emptiness in old age are at least partially symptomatic 

of a culture devoid of transition rites and the mentors to guide us 

through. 

The failure to complete each transition chronologically has a 

cumulative effect. A young woman enters her twenties with an 

incomplete adolescent identity informing her decisions and actions. 

She gets married without the rites that should have completed her 

transition into adulthood. A man becomes a father with the half-

formed identities of adolescent and young man interfering with his 

transition. And so it goes until at some juncture – either marriage, 

parenthood, or midlife – you crumble under the weight of so many 



 
© 2012 All Rights Reserved 

Sheryl Paul, MA, Conscious Transitions®  
http://www.conscious-transitions.com 

 

12 

incomplete identities. When women call me for wedding counseling, 

they’re not only struggling with the rite of passage of marriage but 

they’re also deeply confused by the onslaught of residual transition 

grief that begs to find resolution. Every transition offers an opportunity 

to resolve and heal incomplete transitions from the past. Human 

beings seek completion, and the psyche will continue its attempt to 

wake us up to its needs until finally, perhaps out of survival, we listen. 
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An Offering 

I wrote The Conscious Bride to address the first major transition in an 

adult woman’s life, offering context and guidance to thousands of 

single women as they crossed the bridge into marriage. Over the last 

ten years I’ve counseled thousands of women and men through their 

wedding transition, and have borne daily witness to what I can now 

state as a truth: the more you allow yourself to feel the sense of loss, 

fear, uncertainty, and formlessness that occur during an engagement, 

the more present and joyous you will be on your wedding day, and 

the more prepared you are to enter married life. 

In Lesson 3 of this E-Course you will learn tools that will help you to 

have a successful marriage, but the real work is to address the true 

nature of the wedding transition, which is the best work you can do to 

lay a healthy foundation on which to begin your marriage. Again, 

when the debris from the old life is thoroughly acknowledged and 

relinquished, you are then free to embrace the new life and explore 

new aspects of yourselves. By having the courage to temporarily 

experience uncomfortable emotions, you are gifted with the spiritual 

high of a grounded wedding and, more importantly, an expanded self 

as you rise into the new life. From this healthy foundation, your 

marriage will soar.  

 
 


