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Psychotherapy Miscellany

The clients to be concerned about are not the difficult ones, but the easy ones.  The difficult ones make it hard to forget that the assessment phase never ends and that no conjecture is final.

No therapist ever cured anyone.  Therapists are not doctors.  They are midwives presiding at painful births, or ceremonialists facilitating grueling rites of passage.  

In the wound is hidden its own plan for healing.  

If love and empathy and regard were enough for psychological transformation, clients would have been able to make use of them long before landing in therapy.

The ideal therapist has the keenness of Joan Didion, the kindliness of Alice Walker, the cunning of Mephistopheles, and the conscience of Gandhi.

Don’t be brilliant or creative at the client’s expense.  What you gain in virtuosity or insight you will pay for in the hard coin of transference.

Siding emotionally with a client against someone (a Villain) is a fair indication of psychic splitting and capture by your countertransference (the Hero coming to the rescue).

Every emotional rescuer relies on a chronic supply of victims—who rely on a chronic supply of rescuers.

A therapist is an optician who never tires of grinding new lenses.

We could learn from Alfred Adler’s reminder never to discount the creative uses that clients make of their symptoms.

You can help a client without liking them, or even while disliking them, but you cannot help them without being fully and deeply present for them.

The skilled therapist rides Roman, one foot on each horse.  The left-hand horse, named Saturn, knows about diagnosis, theory, and strategy.  The right-hand horse, Mercury, pursues flashes of intuition and spontaneous insights with childlike enthusiasm.  The ability to shift weight from one to the other is known as sophisticated innocence or trained naiveté, a form of balanced mobility that moves the process forward.

Troubled pasts, faulty wiring, questionable genetics, and unhealed traumas are not explanations.  

Symptoms indicate interrupted story lines in unfinished narratives.  In psyche’s theater they are the impatient gestures of characters not yet allowed to take the stage and speak their part.

Psyche always outruns of our models of it--fortunately.

Sometimes it’s useful to give clients advice to show them why it won’t help them anyhow.

Doing therapy is not about providing answers, or even about helping the client find them, but about helping the client probe deeper into the forces that gave rise to the questions to begin with.

Whoever maintained that only authenticity heals had no idea how to make use of character flaws, neurotic trends, unresolved angers, ungrieved griefs, or inadvertent bungling.  Artful use of these make it possible at times to help your client go farther than you have yourself.

Reductionism in trainees is just a bad habit, but in veterans, it is misanthropy disguised as clinical acumen.

Models of human motivation that fail to take intentionality into account can never explain why a person with less inner freedom can often make bolder use of it than someone with more to start out with.  Being driven isn’t the same at all as deciding to sit in the driver’s seat.

The fantasy of discrete, personalistic mental disorders serves as a bulwark against recognizing collective breakdown.  This is why the speech of broken borders is missing from borderline disorders, ruling-class elitism removed from the narcissisms that parody it, substance abuse disconnected from economies that abuse the planet’s substances.  Meanwhile, our paranoias, manias, histrionics, obsessions, and compulsions go on trying in vain to hold everything together.  

A dogma in any field—psychology, politics, religion, hard science—is a working fantasy that forgot it is one.

There are many cases where developmental stuckness or psychological immaturity loom as larger problems than a florid mental illness.

Psychology’s biggest blunder is its literal-minded, mechano-medical approach to crises brimming with unexplored metaphors.  As Abraham Maslow pointed out long ago, it acts at times like a drunk searching for his lost wallet below a street lamp “because the light is better there.”

A lifelong challenge for the therapist is how to survive in the psychology industry without becoming an industrialist.

A yardstick can be handy, but not for measuring the fiction of quantifiability it evokes.

“Why is the client doing this?” is a good question, but a better one is, “What is psyche up to?”

One of the most tragic signs of deep psychological wounding is the client’s unwillingness to even imagine a more fulfilling future.

Therapeutic integrity depends on nourishing your idealism while learning to see in the dark.

Part of good therapy consists in teaching clients how to recognize and avoid the psychic vampires in life who need them to be uncertain, dependent, passive, silent, or ashamed of themselves.

Aliveness matters more than wholeness or health.

What maims is always relational, somewhere, but so is what helps and heals.

Therapy is a success to the degree that the client comes away suspecting that behind the inner screen of suffering, all the world’s a stage awaiting their soulful participation.


