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Voices: 
The art and science of psychotherapy 

Reprinted from Spring 1997 issue 



The editor o& Voices,   he ~ournal of the American 
 cade em^ of ~sychothua~ists, invited me to wriete an article on 
the subject   el ling and ~etd l ing the   ale: Stories in psycho- 
therapy: ~ m o n ~ o t h u  thin3 the invitation said: 

wirily stoyteIIin has been around as long as 
4, have cane toget er. We are a species that 

relies on our abihty to tell stories to express who we 
are, where we come from, what our hopes and Ccars 
are, and what ails us. r h e  stories wetell about our- 
selves become who we are. Never mind i f  this or that 
story is really true or really happened, what seems 
to be important is what we belleve ourselves to be 
thhrou& the stories we tell. 

For this issue we invite you to reflect on the nature 
of the story that patients report about themselves. 
who are the most im rtant characters?  ow do 
these characters in f$' uence the teller of the tale? 
~ i s / h e r  self-esteem? HOW is he/she represented in 
the stor ? what are the rsonal meanings o f  the % symbols elshe u s ?  E we assume a universality 
or do we need to ask? what story do you tell youlxlF 
about ourself and your work? what are the myths 
we an d our patients use to explain ourselves to 
ourselves and to others? 

*-q telling and retelling the story, we can 
enlarse it, eave it, change the way we think. we put 
new meaning on Familiar events. - 
  he followin is what I prepared in response, and it 

was published in t f e Sprins 1997 issue.  he mission o f  
VOICE is to  explore the art and science o f  
while leaving the therapist as a person in full view, which is 
unusual. ~ h u s ,  this also is a story about myself, and I of fer  it 
as a way to  introduce, o r  to reintroduce, myself t o  you. 



 his land is not our inheritance, only a loan - 
kom those who lived before us 

To en'o as a precious trust - ' L r  those who come aker us. 
Translation of a mountain-trad s i p  

in the Austrian alps. 

(An improved version of ' ~ o n ' t  L W )  

J o e %  tale was chilling in its horror. He 
remembers suddenly wa kin ';p to a piercing shriek 
Full o f  ~ a i n  and terror. and 5 t en hearing other loud 

I J 

human noises o f  shoutin cr ing and yelling. 
Running into his parentsy % J  e room he discovered a 
si&t that he will never forget, the likes o f  which 
causes even ooera-house audiences t o  shudder 
and to freeze In their seats, barel breathing. Here 
was his sister. emotu-eued with a 9 itchen-knife in 

w6te nightgown streaked 
dying mother lyin 

up, on the nearby bed. ~ a d y  ~ a c b e t h  in t fLm e flesh! 
I was a cloungthemDist then and knew that 

d 

such things dd;d happen, bLt this encounter with 
insanitu and violence was too close. The immt- 
diay<f the r e p  rtin ,fd and the graphic details were 
shoc Ine I was tern and had trouble maintain- 
ing my tKempeutic demeanor which used to be 
somewhat cool and detached.   he hon-ible inci- 



dent had happened not long before Joe had told it 
to me. and his memories were fresh. ~ o t  onIu was 

J 

he sobbingand choking up again and a ain as he S was telling the stom but his eues were a so wide 
J J 

with fear, as if he was still acGall seeingthe 
ts of that terrible nJt. 
knew that I was scared. Was I safe with 

a patient who corns from a Famil where such 
brutal violence can hao~en? An I beuond all this, 

J 

what do  I do t o  help tkik suffering human being in' 
acute agony? Since I had no good answer I ust sat j 
there and hardly said anythin ~ u t  I ently urged 
Joe to k e e ~  his eues o ~ e n  an 3 remin f ed him t o  

I J I 
breathe more deep1 in order to  maintain contact 
with realitu, even as X e was relivinz the horror.  his 
apparz~Gwas the rip thins togo, for he slowly 
ca me own. ~t was t e beeinnineof a loneand 

u U u 

comolex relationshio. lasting till now. 
I J 

~bv ious ly  , h'ii sister was paranoid and 
~suchoticallu confused. ~ercifullu, without ever 

J LS comingout o f  her psychosis,~he ended up in 
a Facilitu for the criminallu insane. who was the 

J 

victim. and who the victimLr? 
Durin the many years we spent to  ether, 3 f Joe re-t u tried to  ouree himself o f t  ese 

1 J I 3  
imaees from the past that etched themselves so 

U I 
dce ly into his memo . For a longtime, they 
ro bE ed him of sleep a 7 most evem nieht. Again and 
again he b roua t  u'? the story orthzevenz of that 
ni&t, but the various versions were not one and 



r erent the same. b c h  was at least a little bit dSff 
h-om all the others.  eme ember the movie 
a~ashomon'? Ageement existed only about the 
bare basic Facts.   he central characters of this 
love-murder drama each had a totally different tale 
to tell. The hidden motives, the t r i ge r  points, the 

.emotional hurricanes at the center of every person 
- these made all others a ~ ~ e a r  to  wear one Face 
in one version and a compIe!tely difTerent one in the 
next. 

Here too it was hard to know who mother 
really was. sometimes she ap eared to merely 
have been ove rotecti"e an mtrusive without 7' B 
end. at other t~mes she was ~aranoid and con- 
LA, flying into unprovokAd tirades of rage. NO 
one within reach was safe. ~ o t  onlq the kids but 

J 

Father too was said to have cowered during such 
fits, hiding from the menacing dan er if he was not f lucky enough to have run out OF t e house before 
the eru~tion.   he mowine children sometimes 

I 
appeared to have Rd bas1 enough room to 9 exercise anu ~rekrence at a I. almost reauirinza 

.J I I 
license to take a breath, but dn other occasi&s 
theu a ~ ~ a r e n t l u  were lek to  their own devices, 

J I I  
unattended an2 suffering h n m  neglect. * but  
mother was also remembered as ovindq doting 
and playful, as if she herself were stilrglittle cKId. 
~ndeed. I asked muself re~eatedlq, who was the 

J J' 

victim a'nd who the victimLer? 



~ n l  years later did it become clear how 
much Joe fenefitted from the many hours spent 
on telling and retelling his sto 7- It was useful. In the proccss he slowy found a safe 
haven with me. Here was one person and one 
$ace where he did not have to hide. ~t was not 
~mportant, in fact, to  establish who the victim was 
and who the victimizer. ~ c h  o f  the two main 
characters was both, and everyone else in that 
household was also crippled b? always having to  
exist with the imminent pss ib i  ity of violence. 

Joe's many versions o f  the story were all 
true and all untrue, since each reflected on1 a 2 hapent o f  reality, a moment in time. Bu t t  ey 
were all helpCul in desensitizing him to that which at  
first was almost too much t o  bear within the 
bounds o f  sanity. rime alone does not heal all 
wounds, even thou& it does dull the sharpness o f  
pain. Scar tissue is relatively poor in sensory 
rece tors, which is a blessin The rawness o f  f wounPds is reduced by it, an feeling less pain helps 
us survive before we are healed. 

~t soon became obvious that Joe's fear, - - -  - 

rage, pain and enormous shame, as well as his 

not the result 
ence was. ~t 

I I 

was not its cause. From the start, Joe was never 
safe in his mothe$s arms. These arms were them- 



selves Filled with the di uietude o f  chronic disap- 
oointment and tense wit "4 raze that was not alwaus 
I J 

containable. ~ o t h e r 3  muscL must also have 
trembled much o f  the time. an overflow o f  the 
o-ns o f  fear that remaikd From her own earlq 

subjectively these arms were not ad 
so b?nnings- id place to  feel safe in, and at t ime  they were 
also not safe obiectivelu. ~ h ~ s i o l o ~ i c a l l ~  spea kil 

J 

since all this 
I u u 

out of his normal autism, before any conscious- 
ness. rudimentam memoru or a sense o f  time 
existed - he ob~ously kGew nothing of any o f  
this. onlu his bodu remembered. 

J  cate ever we tell others is only that which we 
consciouslu know. it3 imwrtant for me to  alwaqs 

J 

remember &at this also golds true for whatever my 
~at ients tell me. ~ n d  auite naturallu, we all fill the 
I I J'. 
empty spaces in our memory with vanous tapes- 
tries of embroidered fantasies. Even the storq- 

J 

teller cannot always differentiate one from the 
o f  questioning is 

details o f  a stor that cannot 
it ha~pene d before 

I I 
memory existed. 

Joe mau well have had occasional dimpses 
of his fear, sha'me and mse before that nt 

- .  unwelcome as such feelings always . . 
everyone else, tended to ignore and to overlook 
them when he could. ~ormal  suffering and pain 



lack dramatic simikcance, and thus theq do not 
stand out From &epyn&s o f  time anddaily 
experience. ~t is easilq understandable whq Joe 
foLused on the even& of that n i h t .  and ngt on 
the lesser horrors that precedeXit.. 

S o  how can w e  know that which is un- 
knowable bu one's own experience? Direct obser- 
vation of inGnts, like ~ahler 's 
of only limited 
everyone's distant, 
see its broad outlines because we now 
what eve one's earliest be9nnings must have r been. o n  y the most owerful reactions o f  a 
newborn are observa fi e, and the have to be 4 interpreted by observers (like Ma Ier) who surely 
cannot always be totally reliable or objective. 
Their conclusions, therefore, are also not always 

anything is influ- 
blind 

for sure is that at 
birth we suddenly lose the beni r , assuflngand embracing presence o f  our mot c r ' ~  body, and it is 
no more. somehow we survive or don't survive in a 



environment. totallu diFFerent from the liauid one in 
I 

which we exiited bZf~re.~l  we adust or we perish. 
The only thing that sustains us a f' such a perilous 
time is mothe?s presence as we experience it 
h sically.  his' k why our ea JiesC experiences 

h w t  t e mothering person have such a profound 
and central impact on our physiolo9c character. 

HOW can I know so much about the arms o f  
Joe's mother? ~y 
her holding. 

the windyard Lide o f  an island are JI bent over 50 

badly.   he must have been subjabjaded repeatedly 
to powe.Fu ? winds h o m  the sea as they gew u 
 he same with ~ e o ~ l e .  "We are what we were f!e e 

I I 
to become. BY observin the present we can 
reconstruct the past wit f a  hi deFe of  accu- 
racy, [and] we can test the va f' id. o f  our recon- 
structions directly b [checking ? t e patient's 
ohusical reactions.wYRna~lu we are able to obiec- 
1 .  J J J h5 and measure our assumptions in the same way 
they do in chemistry: by carefully titratinsour 
interventions till we notice a h sical chan e. p ,y 

~oth inz  is lost in the un~verse. Neit f er Joe 
d 

nor his sister could have had conscious memories 
o f  their beginnings, but the body alwa s remem- 
bers. The terror that ~ o e  experiencckin that 
bedroom was sornethingthai he must have experi- 
enced many times before, thou& not consciously. 
The roots o f  physioIo9c reaction patterns sprout 



in the first few hours and da s of life. Joe and I 
tried to cancel their pawed during the CP - f. I t s  tedious process known as wor ins throu 
aim was to  reshape his reactions so that t ey 
would not continue to  determine, or at least to 
color, all his future life expericnccs. 

slow1 I was becomingthe best mother ~ o e  
had ever ha 3 because our ongoing relationship 
was based on candor, sensitivity, truth and mutual 
respect. Our tight non-actins-out contract en- 
surcd my safety even in the midst of his most 
vicious outbursts of  rage. In Fact, it was only 
because o f  this contract that such necessar 4 outbursts came into the open. Our relations ip 
was the lap in which his body slowly began to settle 
down and feel a little safer. M aarmss were 
steadier than the ones he ha Ween used to long 
ago. 

m d d ,  Joe had been what he was Frec to  
become, as always.  is ph sical reactions to m 
interventions served me we 7 I as the reliable gui B e I 
needed to lead him out o f  his internal darkness. I 
kept noting the color and muscle-tone changes in 
his Face, the tearin or non-tearing of his eyes, the 
dee P..  enin 5 or non%eepeni,ngof his breathinsand 
his abh or inability to maintain e e contact. 
~ b o v e  3, I always noted how well X e was able to  
concentrate, how dear his thinkingwas and 
whether he was able to keep his mind &om wander- 
ing. It was a very long trip. 



I n  a very real sense we humans are all born 
prematurely, even if we are born full-term. o u r  
maturing cortex becomes functional only a year or 
two aker we are already able to  breathe, ingest 
and excrete, see, hear, smell, crawl and scream. 
Durin this year we are completely under the 
contro 9 of our subcortical brain centers. s his 
uv i~~era l  brainn is our master before we know that 
we exist and before we can make choices, think or  
remember. This explains why it is so difficult t o  
really change in or out o f  psychotherap : the 
powers that have been in charge o f  cur Ldily 
reactions f rom the very beginning do not listen to  
the cortex, that smart youngster who has us t  
arrived on the scene and immediately wan& to tell 
them what to  do. ~h ink in  is no match for feelings 
before they are calibrat J b ?  :br,d ps?cho- 
therapy, though we common y rationa im to the 
contrary. 

SO, very early in life each o f  us has had 
thousands o f  experiences that we could not un- 
derstand, since we had no understandingyet. ~ n d  
babies often interpret such experiences wrongly, 
as if they were life-endangering. HOW could we 
have known that it was not so? A sharp pain from 
hunser, a loud and sudden noise or  a bnght light 
shining into our eyes - each can be ex erienced F as an assault. besides, with the best o intentions 
no mother can anticipate any and all o f  her 
newborn's needs, or supply them at exactly the 



ri&t moment and exactlu in a wau that would 
J 

immediately satis the &le organism. Frustration, 
hurt. anzer and a k v e  all kar are meruonek - u 

earliest ex~r ienc t .  In a sense we haveJall been 
abused as'children, thou& most o f  the time there 
has been no abuser. 

 his is why I did not care to know every one 
of the man details o f  Beth 3 story about having Y been sexua ly abused when she was three. she 
came to  see Ge at a e 55 and was totally preoccu- 
pied with her tale o P woe. she had been to many 
therapists and had lefi  several husbands, always 
because she felt them as abusing her in one way or 
another. Tired and almost burned out, she came 

This was 

in a relationshi 
both do 

and very angy 
demeanor, ~ d h  
second appoint- 

ment since I did not seem interested enouch in the 
details o f  her alleged sexual abuse. ~his,Yshe said, 
was the central theme o f  the work with the last two 
therapists. what was wrongwith me, she wanted to 
know. 

~ n d  wh did I not ask for the details? Be- 
cause I knew C' om the wau she was and from what I 

J 

have since learned about people that, like every- 
one else, she must indeed have been aabusedn, 



whether sex was involved or not. she needed to  

when she was small. ~ n d ,  
des erate need for 
for Lr tenderness 

doing, even if it was grossly inaLquate. ihe i r  own 
behavior was also overdetermined b whatever had 
shaped them. Beth was 22 years olc? ~t was hi 
time to let go, if that were possible, so she mi P 
dedicate her ener and her efforts t o  buildings 
better future for Erself, rather than remaining 
stuck in settling the accounts o f  the past. I knew 
the real story o f  her abuse, the one she did not 
know.  his is what I had to  help her with, if she 
were to  really chanse. 

A n d  here is thatstory: ~ e t h  too must 
have awishedn, long before she knew what wishing 
was, to  regain the sense o f  security that was hers 



before she sudden1 was thrust into the cold 
world. she wished k r this all her life and was 
angy at everyone kr not su plying it. But such 
hopes and yearnings for pc r F  ect caring f k m  the 
outside are an im~ossible dream. Theu must have 
been repeatedly idashed, p i n g  rise &'repeated 
e~isodes o f  d e e ~  disa~~ointrnent and ~anic. At  
sLch times she m'ust hide felt as &she here Falling 
into an endless ern~tiness. Freezing cold. all alone. 

Was k t h k  Cnother Loyou;'wh;n she 
eave birth to her? Was she herself emotionallu a 

J Xild, unread for motherhood? An alcoholic, on 
drugs?  id s 3 e have too many children, too little 
support, too few resources? was she poor, a 
death-camp survivor perhaps? was the baby born 
in a prison or at a time o f  war? The details hardlu 

I J 
matter. In one wa or another the mothering rY person was unab e to be with the babu.often 
Lnough and lonsenou& in a way thai'would calm 
and settle it physiolo~cally .   other must have 
hZld ~ e t h  too tidtly or too loosel , for too long 
or not lonsenou&. perhaps she ? ed her too much 
or too little, she mau have been ovemrotective or not 

J I 
protective enoua. something must have gone wrong 
and no one mau ever know exactlu what it was. 
whether histdcally true or not, t i e  sto 
abuse essentially served as a distraction 
worse and moir painfil experiences. 

%!=I 

whatever it was that ha pened to her, for 
Beth the result was one,and t t e same: An un- 



steadiness in the midst of her being, an ever- 

trouble. ~t was obvio&. ' I did not have to  ask. 

txperiences such as these are my daily 
bread. I live with a heavu sense of res~onsibilitu. 

I J 

Again and a in I not idthat with the new under- 
standing o f t  ? e hidden forces that shape individu- 
a b and societies as outlined in ~ h i n  king in the 
shadow of ~ c c l i n ~ s ~  I'm easil able to  make 
contact with the desperate andonely child within 
the adult. o f ten  I can almost visualize how the 
child looked before it became the adult I see.  his 
alwaus fills me with com~assion. HOW can it be 

J I 
otherwise? Havin given u ~ r e u d 3  stran e no- 
tions about infanti 4 e sexua P itu and the o 3 i ~ u s  

J 1 
complex as causes o f  anxiety 3, I'm now stuck in a 
real I-thou involvement ala ~ u b e r  + with those who 
come to seek my help. 



~ u t  I'm almost 70 years old and reasonably 
well off, so why don't I uit? ~ h a ~ s  swrongwith me? 
Stranger et, I still lookIorward to conductins 

r p  p~chotbemW marathons seven 28- our 
evey j a r  an 20 goup sessions me 
~ i e ,  I ave many good and dependab2~k i -  
ates who help me carry this heavy burden, but 
even so, why don't I have enouh sense to know 
that I've carried it longenough7 

Here's m y  story and it starts with another 
stoy: 

A young, left-leaning, non-Zionist ~eforrn 
rabbi in a small midwestern city picked himself up 
one dau in the 603 and went to Israel for a sab- 
- - ; I  

"R 

.We came 

stones that 
U 

soil in which to plant our trees. with very little water 
we started to brin life to a valley of death.'  or 4 the first time in his ife, he said, had a sense that I 
could be trulu creative, a partner with ~od. '   his 

J ' I 
was a chance he could not pass up.  his, he said, 
was good enough a reason to start life afresh. ~t 
was admirable and sort of crazy, many thouat, 
but to him it was an obvious choice. 



I am not so fortunate, nor am I grandiose 
enou& to think o f  m self as ~ o d b  partner. ~ u t  P ever since I was a chi d I saw myself as one o f  ~ o d b  
man assistants. Even as a boy I used t o  think of 
GO d 's terrible loneliness. He is one, without a 

eer. HOW all alone He must be in the universe that R created. worse yet, he must be in constant pain 
at its, and our, many imperfections. 

TO me ~ o d  was always sensible, never 
capricious. That$ why I never understood the 
strange biblical story o f  the flood in which ~ o d  
alle edl was so an at the eople on earth that Y P h  hefCziIed todrown t emall m eavy torrentsof 
rain. ~ n l  ~ o a h  and his retinue were saved. P HOW cou d he do it? HOW could a Father destroy 
his own children so mercilessly? they fell way 
short of their potential, but even so, he was the 
one who created them in his ima e withan ability "d I, j ' d  to  choose. I was so ve re reve to  iscover later 
in ~oah 's  storu that GO had made a solemn pro- 

J 

f? r I 
mise to never repeat such a seemin im ulslve 
ad. Even now, as a gown man, I sti smi e withjoy 
and some satiskction when I see a beautiful rarn- 
bow in the sky, the sign o f  ~ o d b  pact and an 
everlasting reminder o f  his promise. 

W i t h o u t  any disrespect, I sadly realized 
longs o that m ~ o d  was thus also stuck with the 4 4 eterna and unc angnglaws o f  nature, the one 



that He caused to be. He may be able to  destroy 
everything that is, but even he cannotjust decide 
one day to stop the sun from risingor chans its 
course. Mu God is not involved in micro-manaeine 

J d d 

the universe or in an supernatural hocus pocus. 
~ n d  havine dven us i! umans the freedom to 

U 

choose goo2 from bad and ri&t &om wrong, he 
can onlu observe how morlu we're often doine. 

d 

whethe"r he dwells in tGe hdvens above or in 
everyone's heart, he too is powerless to affect 
these choices. 

we humans would have been simple automa- 
tons, brainless and re ro mmed belngs, with- 
out the Freedom to  [ e irn PpT u sive, imsponsible and 
even evil. 16 we could do no wmn dolng ri t 
would also not have any moral va 7 ence or M 9 ue. 
AS a child I did not know that even st. Aupstine 
had struggled 7, I600 ears ago, with this issue, as 
manu, manu other thin I ers have done ever since. 
~ h e I l t I e  GI that was me always had plen 7 compassion or his suffering ~ o d .   his is w T' u i t  

c-r J 

was bIways obvious to me that I had a ersonal 
obliation to  help Him repair and pe R ect his and 

I 
ourGorld.  his IS what Tlikkun ofam means in - ~ 

~ebrew. We humans are His on1 hope. 
 his is how it happened t 4 at the difficult 

task o f  ~ i k k u n  olam fell upon m fm 'le shoulders 
long a o, and it will rrrnain mine ti I my ast breath. P 9 4 
who e se but we humans, each o f  us, can take on 
the hard and ongoingjob o f  pedecting and rcpair- 



ing the world? we are the ones who have made it 
imperfect Crom the beinningof time, and we are 
the on- who must Fix it. I was 10 years old when I 
planted my first tree, and I've planted, and cauxd  
to  be planted, many trees ever since. I want to 
leave the world a better place, o r  at least as 
a place, as I found it. I'm not stingy, but I flinch, 
and sometimes speak up, eve7 time a patient 
discards a tissue that was barey used. lt was made 
kom a tree! 

I did not knowin y become a physician 
because o f  such deep ? y imbedded early convic- 
tions, but I have alwa sregarded medicine as being 
more thanjust a gooJ way to earn a livin TO me it 
requirrs more than ust technical skill an x i e n t i k  j 3 
understanding. An almost sacred responsibilit 
demands integrity o f  character and a deep an d' it 
true appreciation of life and the worth o f  every 
person, attributes that are often lost now in the 
k n z  o f  HMO corner-cutting. Eve great physi- 
cian t 1 roughout history was not mere 7 y a healer t o  
patients, but also their counselor and confidant, 
concerned with brin 'ngsobce t o  the soul. 

Moses Maimoni 3 es, who lived in the 12th 
centu , has been such a model for me.  is daily 
praye%ears repetition even today: 



L 

A m $ t y  ~ o d ~ u  have created 
the human bo y with in ,nite wisdom. ~n 
your eternal providence you have chosen 
me to watch over the life and health o f  your 
creatures. 

Preserve the strength o f  my body 
and soul that they may be ever ready to 
help ' h d oor, ood and bad, enemy 

an 5 as well as friend. In t e sufferer let me see 
only the human being. 

~ n l i a t e n  my mind that it may ncog- 
n i x  what presents itsclf and that it may 
comprehend what is absent or hidden. k t  
it not kil to see what is visible but do not 
permit it to  arrosate to  itself the power to  
see what cannot be seen. 

So in a sense I have no choice but t o  
continue doingwhat I've always done, the best I'm 
capable of. I can limit the number o f  hours I devote 
to my work, but not the de ee o f  my caring, or my f- compassion. We humans, li e ~ o d ,  are also stuck 
with our limitations, abilities and obligations. 

I derive true 'oy not only from music and 
other leisure activi 2 les but also ham m ability to  
lessen the pain and sufferingo6 pcopZ who come , 

to me for he1 . o n  occasion I resent being stuck. 
but all in all, Eavin accepted the perfection o f  the 
world as a person3 obligation, it has added a 

18 

- 



special dimension of  meaning to the ordinariness 
o f  my lik. k y o n d  the helter-skelter o f  my prac- 
t i e ,  I count m l ik  as a psychotherapist as one o f  P my greatest b essinss. 

IS all this true? perhaps. ~t least this is my 
story. h d  like everyone eke's, my story helps 
sustain me. 

Rcuven Bar-kvav, M. D. 
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