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My approach to counselling and psychotherapy… …as it relates to the ideas of Viktor Frankl (1905-1997)
by
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INTRODUCTION
This author’s evolving approach to counselling is guided by Yalom’s recommendation that the therapist should adapt their methods to suit the requirements of each particular client (Yalom, 2010, pp. 33-37). Central to this way of working is the recognition of the uniqueness and value of every person and an unshakeable belief that every human being is worthy of love. This is one of many essential values found in the pioneering work of Carl Rogers (1902-1987) which holds considerable appeal for the author and might be said to form the basis of all his clinical work. Having trained in an integrative model, the author has sought to reconcile Rogers’ propositions with the ideas of other leading theorists and what follows is a brief account of his ongoing struggle to achieve a synthesis that is authentic, practical and ethical. However, this essay will give particular emphasis to the theories of Viktor Frankl (1905-1997) and seeks to relate the values of his Logotherapy to existential threads woven into the theoretical fabric of the writers who have most influenced the author’s professional practice. The personal philosophy of counselling to be outlined is an ongoing and very incomplete formulation, shall ever be so, and in the same measure the author views himself as but a ‘work in progress’ and the basest of metals, for the philosopher’s stone is, perhaps, to be perpetually sought, and never found.
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Joseph Wright of Derby, The Alchymist, in Search of the Philosopher's Stone, Discovers Phosphorus, and prays for the successful Conclusion of his operation, as was the custom of the Ancient Chymical Astrologers, 1771, oil on canvas, Derby Museum and Art Gallery, Derby
1)
THE IMPORTANCE OF PRIZING
i)  Prizing defined
It is a glorious feeling to be truly prized, as Carl Rogers defines this quality:
If I can create a relationship characterized on my part:
by a genuineness and transparency, in which I am my real feelings;
by a warm acceptance and prizing of the other person as a separate individual; by a sensitive ability to see his world and himself as he sees them.
(Rogers, 1979, p.38)
I think of this attitude as a prizing of each learner, a prizing of his or her feelings, opinions and person. It is a caring for the learner, but a nonpossessive caring. It is an acceptance of this other individual as a separate person, a respect for the other as having worth in his or her own right. It is a basic trust – a belief that this other person is somehow fundamentally trustworthy. Whether we call it “prizing,” “acceptance,” “trust,” or some other term, it shows up in a variety of observable ways.
(Rogers, 1995, pp.271-272)
When another person regards us in this way, we cannot help but bask in the warm, energizing glow that emanates towards us, as in the sun’s rays. To be prized is to be regarded as special, unique and precious and for all this to be recognized and validated by another human being.
When prized, a person comes to experience themselves as intrinsically ‘good’ and worthy of esteem. When a child is loved as it should be - affirmed, valued, encouraged and supported - the likelihood is that it will develop strengths and capacities that will be invaluable in later life. Indeed, as Terry Lynch has argued:
The greater our sense of selfhood, the greater our ability to deal effectively with change, challenge, growth, uncertainty, the unknown, loss and the unexpected. A well-developed sense of selfhood greatly enhances our ability to create healthy relationships, healthy boundaries, to interact effectively with others, and to carve out a meaningful life.
(Lynch, 2011, p.16)
This kind of unconditional loving of a child as it makes its own mistakes and learns results in a strong sense of self.
A strong sense of self was crucial. If a child had developed a strong one early on, through empathic care, he was far less likely to become dissociated when faced by traumas in later life. Children who suffered maltreatment after the age of five were much less likely to be dissociated at nineteen if they had an early strong self rather than a week one. Being uncertain of who they are, the week-selfed require less severe and less frequent trauma to make them doubt their reality, and, because their psychic boundaries are fragile, it is easier for them to make a dissociative escape from intolerable realities.
(James, 203, p.211, citing the 1997 study of John Ogawa, ‘Development and the fragmented self: longitudinal study of dissociative symptomatology in a non-clinical sample’, Development and Paychopathology, 9, pp.855-79)
Yet few of us escape childhood without significant self-doubt, personal problems connected with self-esteem and insecurities of one kind or another. One way of looking at the counsellor’s role is that it is restorative, providing nurturing and growth-promoting conditions which allow a person to experience their intrinsic worth and value and to acknowledge their actual personal attributes, good and bad. In this context, Tony Humphreys’ distinction between ‘self-esteem’ and ‘self-worth’ has been helpful to the author’s understanding of issues that affect many clients.

Self-worth is a given, unchangeable; it is what you are from the moment of conception: sacred, worthy of giving and receiving love, unique, individual, possessing vast intellectual potential and giftedness. Self-worth cannot be damaged or taken from you…
(Humphreys, 2002, p.2)
As Frankl asserts, few people truly appreciate their own value and uniqueness and experience themselves as precious and important in this way.
The consciousness of one’s inner value is anchored in higher, more spiritual things…But how many free men, let alone prisoners, possess it?
(Frankl, 2008, p.72)
As we shall see, a self-awareness of this sort presents itself as the opposite of hubris as it is really the companion of humility. It emerges with the perception of the value of all life in the universe, including one’s own. This concept of the essential worth of the person must be fully grasped by the therapist seeking to offer unconditional positive regard to a client. Humphreys goes on to demonstrate that the term ‘self-esteem’ does not necessarily merit its positive connotation in common parlance:
…self-esteem is the amount of your real self that you dare show to people. It is in this sense that self-esteem is a screen, because it hides or veils what would be threatening to reveal…the more characteristics of your true self that are not affirmed, or, on appearance, are severely punished or violated, the greater the defensive screen created by the person. There are individuals who describe themselves, for example, as ‘stupid’, ‘evil’, ‘vile’, ‘ugly’, ‘unlovable’, ‘hateful’, ‘bad’. These persons created these self-esteem defences as a means of survival…
(Humphreys, 2002, p.2)
Rogers and O’Farrell both see this construct in terms of a false self, or mask.
My ‘self-image’ is the picture (often false) which I present to others in order to win their approval. It can be so powerful that I may forget that it is a false image, consisting of masks and pretences, and I may come to believe that it is my true self.
(O’Farrell, 2004, p.31)
[image: image10.jpg]



Francisco Goya, Nadie Se Conoce (Nobody Knows Himself), etching from Los Caprichos, c. 1799
In fact, maintaining self-esteem at any price has been identified as one of the principal
characteristics of human evil.
Their self-esteem is the single most important thing in their lives. They will do anything to preserve and maintain their self-esteem at all times and at all costs. If there is anything that threatens their self-esteem, if there is any evidence around them of their own imperfection or something that might cause them to feel bad about themselves, rather than using that evidence and those bad feelings to make some kind of correction, they will go about trying to exterminate the evidence. And this is where their evil behaviour arises. Because it is necessary to preserve their self-esteem at all costs.
(Peck, 1993, p.89)
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James Ensor, The Intrigue, 1980, oil on canvas, Koninlijk Musem voor Schone Kunsten, Antwerp
ii)  Loneliness and our sense of self
A person’s ‘sense of self’ can be undermined and damaged at any point in their life. Frankl’s description of how he was processed upon entering a concentration camp is highly disturbing, detailing the gradual stages by which the individual was dehumanized. He goes on to explain how ordinary human emotions and compassion became deadened in the person, so commonplace was awful human suffering and degradation. Although accustomed to pain and physical abuse, he describes how when he was beaten his feelings could still be hurt by the vicious contempt with which he was regarded and the injustice of his treatment.
At such a moment it is not the physical pain which hurts most (and this applies as much to adults as to punished children); it is the mental agony caused by the injustice, the unreasonableness of it all.
(Frankl, 2008, p.36 )
Frankl’s generosity of spirit allows him to extrapolate from his own mistreatment an idea that is of crucial importance in terms of how we treat children. Alice Miller expresses much the same view when she gives an account of a scene she witnessed when out for a walk. Two adults were eating ice creams but refused their small boy’s persistent requests to have one too, offering him just a bite and explaining to him that a whole one would be too cold. They laugh at him in an attempt to humour him along and, eventually, he is offered just the stick. He throws it away, at which point “a deep sob of loneliness and disappointment shook his small body.” (Miller, 1987, p.81) Miller explains that:
It is not the frustration of his wish that is humiliating for the child, but the contempt shown for his person.
(Miller, 2001, p.84)
And the same of course is true of punishment and smacking.1 This is a truth so self-evident, yet denied by so many in our society where daily assaults on the feelings and dignity of children, justified as ‘discipline’, are all too common. The therapist must be prepared for the possibility that a small fragment recalled from a client’s childhood that may not ostensibly concern abuse, hardship or injustice might in fact be an occasion of momentous pain and a first bitter taste of existential suffering.
When we cry as a child without comfort, this is perhaps our first experience of being really alone. We might be with people, ie. lonely rather than physically alone, but at such moments, in existential terms we are alone with our feelings and our reality. To engage with these feelings with a client is to comfort them by alleviating this loneliness.
…empathy dissolves alienation…If someone else knows what I am talking about…then to this degree I am not so strange, or alien, or set apart. I make sense to another human being…I am no longer an isolate.
(Rogers, 1995, p.151)
iii)  Loneliness and our human needs
Loneliness of some measure would seem an inescapable part of the human condition. Perhaps it is when we are truly helpless or isolated in our experience that we most despair?
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1 “Only in therapy can they remember – with feelings of rage and helplessness, of anger and indignation – how humiliated and deserted they felt when they themselves were mercilessly beaten by their beloved father.” (Miller, 1987, p.90)
The experience of separateness arouses anxiety; it is, indeed, the source of all anxiety.
(Fromm, 1995, p.7)
There is a fundamental need to be heard at such times. To explain this yearning, Rogers uses the image of a lonely prisoner tapping on the wall of his cell, hoping desperately for a reply, an image surely drawn from Dumas’ epic novel The Count of Monte Cristo. Suffering so greatly on the Chateau D’If that he resolves to starve himself to death, the Count is comforted by the sounds of another man tunnelling for freedom. His words to his new companion express some of our most basic human needs.
‘But you won’t abandon me, you won’t leave me alone, you will come to me or allow me to go to you? We shall escape together, and if we cannot escape, we shall talk: you of those you love, I of those who are dear to me. You must love someone?’
‘I am alone in the world.’
‘Then you shall love me. If you are young, I shall be your friend; if you are old your son.’
(Dumas, 2003, p.146)
The Count’s first thoughts are of his need to love and be loved by another human being and this exchange would seem to encapsulate aspects of the therapeutic relationship as Rogers defines it, in which one person lends themself to another, in accordance with the needs of the other. The Abbé in the story, who becomes the Count’s teacher, is actually a Jungian archetype – the wise old man.
…he signifies the “higher personality”, the self or filius regus as conceived by the alchemists…The wise old man appears in dreams in the guise of a magician, doctor, priest, teacher, professor, grandfather, or any other person possessing authority.
(From ‘The Phenomenology of the Spirit in Fairytales’, quoted in Storr, 1998, pp.125-6)
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James Caviezel as the Count and Richard Harris as Abbé Faria in the film The Count of Monte Cristo, 2002, directed by Kevin Reynolds, screenplay by Jay Wolpert, from the novel by Alexandre Dumas père.
The Abbé undertakes to share all that he knows and does so with complete humility:
human knowledge is very limited and when I have taught you mathematics, physics, history and the three or four modern languages that I speak, you will know everything that I know…
(Dumas, 2003, p.146)
So, this relationship of mutual learning and companionship might be said to analogous to the interchange between counsellor and client. Each learns of the other. The therapist discovers the world of the client - what it is to have lived another life and cannot help but be enriched and revivified by this experience. In turn, they share the insights, ideas, truths and knowledge that they have encountered on the particular road they have traversed. Thus therapy is indeed a gift (Yalom, 2002).
In the act of giving something is born, and both persons involved are grateful for the life that is born for both of them.
(Fromm, 1995, p.20)
The relationship should be thoroughly real for both client and therapist, though its parameters differ from other interpersonal arrangements in life, such as friend, partner, colleague or spouse. It will have a beginning and an end, and the client will determine the moment of cessation – a power that they may even be holding for the first time in their life. The loneliness in the therapist of which Rogers spoke should not be dismissed by the modern practitioner as a subjective state particular to the founder of Person-Centred Counselling, resulting from the “unconsciously arrogant separateness” (Rogers, 1995, p.28) of his strict Pentecostal Christian upbringing, for do we not all bear a measure of the loneliness that is the human condition?
We are deeply helpful only when we relate as persons, when we risk ourselves as persons in the relationship, when we experience the other person in their own right. Only then is there a meeting at depth that dissolves the pain of aloneness in both client and therapist [my italics].
(Rogers, 1995, p.179)
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Albrecht Dürer Melancholia, engraving, 1514
In Dürer’s engraving we see a Muse of creative inspiration sitting despondently in the gloom of night. Some of the arcane symbols such as the hourglass we can read but others like the polyhedron have baffled scholars. This image gives us an insight into how some forms of mental illness, particularly depression, have been viewed historically. It was thought that in this dark place genius resided. It is here that all thoughts are possible. Is this the inner prison from which Rogers believed we can escape as we go through the life-long process of actualization?
In this understanding of the counselling role, the practitioner does not rely upon the client to alleviate their loneliness, for they should have other satisfying and meaningful relationships. However, the relationship with the client should be utterly real and, accordingly, may join, for a time, the constellation of interpersonal connections which give meaning to the therapist’s existence. For the counsellor to be real in this sense, they must be genuinely involved and committed to working at ‘relational depth’, defined by Mearns and Cooper as a “state of profound contact and engagement between two people, in which each person is fully real with the Other” (Mearns and Cooper, cited in Knox and Cooper, 2010, p.5) This means being present as oneself, not conveying a cultivated professional persona and entails the counsellor placing all that they are at the disposal of the client. It is to be able to share ideas, to show humour; to learn from the client with humility; to self-disclose only with discernment and benevolent purpose, to express values without imposing them, to not be afraid to sometimes offer an opinion after the client has been able to find theirs - amongst many other things. It is not to withhold the self and the personality as part of a misunderstanding of the core conditions. Carl Rogers recognized that the essence of his approach had not been grasped by many counsellors who had reduced his tenets to simple, passive reflecting without manifesting their own presence and personality.
This misconception of the approach has led to considerable failure in counselling – and for good reasons. In the first place, the passivity and seeming lack of interest or involvement is experienced by the client as a rejection, since indifference is in no real way the same as acceptance. In the second place, a laissez faire attitude does not in any way indicate to the client that he is regarded as a person of worth. Hence the counsellor who plays a merely passive role, may be of assistance to some clients who are desperately in need of emotional catharsis, but by and large his results will be minimal, and many client will leave both disappointed in their failure to receive help and disgusted with the counsellor for having nothing to offer.
(Rogers, 1991, p.7)
Such a form of engagement is only possible when one is at peace with oneself, divested to a large extent of the need to either be affirmed by another or to impose oneself on another. To share in this way, without fear - for the client may well challenge, refute, reject or repudiate what they encounter in our person - is only possible when the counsellor fully accepts themself. Frankl shares Rogers conviction about the importance of the counsellor’s own values.
The moment the doctor commits himself to such a “psychotherapy in spiritual terms” his own philosophy necessarily comes to the fore – whereas previously his outlook remained hidden from his role as doctor.
(Frankl, 1986, p. 11)
Nevertheless, Frankl believed that this never meant the counsellor judging the position of the client: “no psychopathology can ever pass judgement on the validity or invalidity of a world-view” (1986, p.15). This author agrees that the practitioner’s beliefs and philosophy have a role in the counselling session, not as criteria for judgement but as part of being truly present. This issue brings us to the pivotal importance of the counsellor’s own personal development and spiritual evolution, as well as to that dark archetype of which we often dare not speak - The Shadow. Proceeding with caution, we shall approach him via his antitype…
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Francisco Goya, Goya, Que Viene el Coco (Here Comes the Bogeyman), etching from Los Caprichos, c. 1799
2) THE THERAPEUTIC RELATIONSHIP DEFINED AS ONE IN WHICH UNCONDITIONAL LOVE IS EXTENDED BY THE COUNSELLOR 

i) Love and engagement with the world
Unconditional loving not only means acceptance, care, affirmation and the absence of comparisons but also the encouragement of behaviours that build competence while keeping behaviour and person separate.
(Humphreys, 2002, p.56)
Loving is conditional when it is used as a weapon in a social system. For example, where loving is conditional within families, love is given to or withdrawn from the family members depending on whether or not certain behaviour are present.
(Humphreys, 2002, p.51)
The therapeutic relationship can create a unique place for offering a form of love that may never have been received by a person. For Rogers, this, in itself, is sufficient to catalyze positive change and promote growth in the client. When he explains the core conditions of Person-Centred Counselling, he is, in effect, describing how the therapist might give unconditional love to a person. Some therapists may not wish to think of their feelings toward clients in terms of ‘love’ due to this term often being reserved for private relationships defined by different forms of intimacy. A redefinition of what love is may first be required. In The Road Less Travelled M. Scott Peck dismissed the notion of romantic love that many people carry through life as part fantasy formed by fairy-tales about ‘princes and princesses’ and part transference of childhood needs and emotional attachments.
When we meet the person for whom we are intended, recognition comes through the fact that we fall in love. We have met the person for whom all the heavens intended us, and since the match is perfect, we will then be able to satisfy all of each other’s needs for ever and ever, and therefore live happily ever after in perfect union and harmony. Should it come to pass, however, that we do not satisfy or meet all of each other’s needs and friction arises and we fall out of love, then it is clear that a dreadful mistake was made, we misread the stars…
(Scott Peck, 1990, p.96)
A more sophisticated idea of love, and one of great assistance to the therapist, is presented by Erich Fromm in The Art of Loving for whom real love entails ‘giving’ freely of oneself to another.
The most important sphere of giving, however, is not that of material things, but lies in the specifically human realm. What does one person give to another? He gives of himself, of the most precious he has, he gives of his life. This does not mean that he sacrifices his life for the other – but that he gives him of that which is alive in him; he gives him of his joy, of his interest, of his understanding, of his knowledge, of his humour, of his sadness – of all expressions and manifestations of that which is alive in him...But in giving he cannot help bringing something to life in the other person, and this which is brought to life reflects back to him; in truly giving he cannot help receiving that which is given back to him.
(Fromm, 1995, pp.19-20)
This is an unconditional giving, without consideration of what might be received in return. It is like watering a plant that offers nothing back but its own beauty as it grows and gradually becomes more and more itself. So it is to attend to the growth of another human being in all his or her vulnerability. For this reason, both Rogers and Yalom give so much attention to the importance of providing the special nurturing climate in which people can grow. But our needs our many, for we are complex creatures, and the therapist should not berate themself for failing to discern the precise area where there is a void in a person’s life. They may often have a good idea, but may sometimes rely upon a natural tendency within man, an in-built orientation towards positive growth. This was encapsulated in a well-known metaphor by Carl Rogers, who argued that a person will often gravitate towards the light, moving in the direction in which they need to grow.
I remember that in my boyhood, the bin in which we stored our winter’s supply of potatoes in the basement, several feet below a small window. The conditions were unfavourable, but the potatoes would begin to sprout – pale white sprouts, so unlike the healthy green shoots they sent up when planted in the soil in the spring…These sprouts were, in their bizarre, futile growth, a sort of desperate expression of the directional tendency I have been describing. They would never become plants, never mature, never fulfil their real potential. But under the most adverse circumstances, they were striving to become.
(Rogers, 1995, p.118)
Hence a client might mention joining an evening class, or taking up an abandoned hobby that used to give them pleasure, or something as simple as taking time to meditate alone. All these endeavours must be validated as efforts of growth, irrespective of their outcomes. Any experimentation like this is indicative of shifts within the psyche, of increasing spontaneity and engagement with life and its processes. To express in a fully creative sense who we are is to connect with the world around us and feel a part of the universe. When we are able to do this, much of our emotional neediness and loneliness evaporates for we are at one with ourselves and with nature.
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Caspar David Friedrich, Wanderer Above the Sea of Fog, 1818, oil on canvas, Kunsthalle, Hamburg
If this is achieved the individual no longer looks to another person, or to an ideology, or to a religion, or to the state to fulfil their needs - for they have become a parent to themself. They like to be with other people but can stand to be alone, actually seeking such moments - which are treasured. When this occurs, a new connection is forged with all creation, as Scott Peck elucidates.
What transpires then in the course of many years of loving of extending our limits for our cathexes, is a gradual but progressive enlargement of the self, an incorporation within of the world without…We become identified with the world. And as our ego boundaries become blurred and thinned, we begin more and more to experience the same sort of ecstasy that we have when our ego boundaries partially collapse and we ‘fall in love’. Only, instead of having merged temporarily and unrealistically with a single beloved object, we have merged realistically and more permanently with much of the world. A ‘mystical union’ with the entire world may be established.
(Scott Peck, 1990, p.100)
Roger Campin, Joseph  from

The Mérode Altarpiece, 1425-30 oil on panel, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York

For this to be achieved, a person must follow their own inner leanings, for only when our true being is expressed and explored though an activity do we cathect things. This is why our profession and our hobbies are so important. But even when we cannot follow our calling in life, we can still be fulfilled by our labour, Frankl would contend.
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If there are cases where the actual occupation does not allow for a sense of fulfilment to arise, the fault is in the person, not in the work.
(Frankl, 1986, p. 118)
However Frankl did acknowledge that some forms of physically onerous or mechanized labour were plainly unenjoyable (1986, p.120). Generally, in order to be healthy, happy and fulfilled we must lovingly do what we do, however high or humble. If this is managed we can experience ourselves as separate from, but also merged with, the magnificent universe that surrounds us. We can take our rightful place in our social world, and be happy with our station.
Unfortunately, any state of being is transitory in the face of life’s vicissitudes. The sense of oneness with nature and the universe the author has been describing is precarious and we can find ourselves suddenly and unexpectedly jolted out of it, into…
…what Heidegger called “uncanniness” (unheimlich) – the experience of “not being at home in the world,” which he considered (and to which I can attest) a typical consequence of death awareness.
(Yalom, 1980, p.45)
ii)  Ego boundaries and the counselling relationship
Fromm is surely correct when he asserts that the powerful desire to be saved by another, from one’s loneliness and sense of powerlessness and isolation, is in fact the very same force that propels us to fall in love.
This process of personification of the magic helper is to be observed frequently in what is called “falling in love”. A person with that kind of relatedness to the magic helper seeks to find him in flesh and blood.
(Fromm, 2004, p.150)
The result of this sort of union is psychological fusion with another person, often experienced as blissful, comforting and safe.
But most of us feel our loneliness to be painful and yearn to escape from behind the walls of our individual identities to a condition in which we can be more unified with the world outside of ourselves. The experience of falling in love allows us this escape – temporarily. The essence of the phenomenon of falling in love is a sudden collapse of a section of the individual's ego boundaries, permitting one to merge his or her identity with that of another person. The sudden release of oneself from oneself, the explosive pouring out of oneself into the beloved, and the dramatic surcease of loneliness....is experienced by most of us as ecstatic. We and our beloved are one! Loneliness is no more!
(Scott Peck, 1990, p.92)
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Auguste Rodin, The Kiss, 1901, Pentellican marble, Musée Rodin, Paris
In Rodin’s memorable sculpture, the two lovers are fused and united into a single, undulating form. Sexual union and psychological fusion are experienced as blissful, for in these moments our loneliness and separateness seem to evaporate, as our ego boundaries dissolve. Carved from a single block of pure, white marble and frozen for eternity, this crystallized moment reminds the viewer that such ecstatic union cannot last forever.
It is extremely important that the therapist’s engagement with a client does not involve the collapse of ego boundaries, as this has very little to do with real love. And it is this that the client does not just need, but deserves as a human being capable of receiving and ultimately providing such nurturing themselves. It is for this reason that Rogers places such emphasis on the counsellor not losing the ‘as if’ quality in the relationship. They must maintain their ego boundaries and remain separate, which does not mean being emotionally distant.
iii)  Love for one’s self, love for all
If the therapist is to offer this special form of love to a client, it follows that they must have embarked upon a path of personal growth and, indeed, should have already reached a certain stage in their own spiritual evolution. This is a serious commitment, requiring the acceptance of a life of challenge in which confrontation with the self is not avoided.
I have come to the somewhat uncomfortable conclusion that the more psychologically mature and integrated the therapist is, the more helpful is the relationship that he or she provides. This puts a heavy demand on the therapist as a person.
(Rogers, 1995, p.148)
The therapist who endeavours to utilize this approach soon learns that the development of the way of looking upon people which underlies this therapy is a continuing process, closely related to the therapists own struggle for personal growth and integration.
(Rogers, 1991, p.21)
Ursula O’Farrell also recognizes this essential dimension of the therapist’s commitment:
It is not an attitude I can adopt just for client work, or work with a particular client. It needs to become a part of me, my way of being in my world…
(O’Farrell, 2004, p.115)
For the therapist, it is not enough to love one person, one must try to love all mankind,
as Fromm maintains…
The kind of love which can only be experienced with regard to one person demonstrates by this very fact that it is not love but a sado-masochistic attachment…Love for man as such is not…an abstraction coming “after” the love for a specific person…it is its premise…
(Fromm, 2004, p.99)
In order for this type of love to be manifested with a client, the therapist must be ‘open’ to change, which Rogers calls being in process.
When I am thus able to be in process, it is clear that there can be no closed system of beliefs, no unchanging sets of principles which I hold.
(Rogers, 1979, p.27)
This transmutation of the counsellor, who must not fear even the darkest of corridors, is alchemical in nature, as Jung understood.
The meeting of two personalities is like the contact of two chemical substances: if there is any reaction, both are transformed.
(quoted in Tagliaferre, 2006, p.297)
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Pontormo, The Visitation, 1528-30, oil on panel, San Michele, Carmignano, Florence
This necessarily means not bringing a fixed ‘self’ to the client but being present as an evolving, absorbing, unfolding consciousness. If the counsellor can achieve this loving orientation towards a client then the essential trust can be established within the relationship - only then will the client feel free to explore themself.
It is only as I understand the feelings and thoughts which seem to horrible to you, or so weak, or so sentimental, or so bizarre – it is only as I see them as you see them, and accept them and you, that you really feel free to explore all the hidden nooks and frightening crannies of your inner and often buried experience.
(Rogers, 1979, p.34)
It is as this point that the real meaning of being non-judgemental is to be discovered, not as an ‘attitude’ to be adopted, a mask to be worn, but as a development in awareness stemming from the therapist’s encounter with their own ‘Shadow’.
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Luca Signorelli, The Anti-Christ and the Devil, detail from Sermon and Deeds of the Antichrist, 1501, fresco, Chapel of San Brizio, Duomo, Orvieto
When this dark, unadapted, savage, terrifying and primeval aspect is glimpsed within, we know we have no right to preside in judgement over anyone. To hide from the reality of these parts of the self by pretending one is a ‘being of light’, or other such nonsense, is extremely hazardous, for then our shadow rubs his hands together with glee.
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Francisco Goya, Goya, Duendecitos (Hobgoblins), etching from Los Caprichos, c. 1799
To deny him in awareness only increases his power. It is a curious paradox that it is only by recognizing the presence of love’s opposite within ourselves that we can really love.
It is a considerable boon for a person to realize that he has his negative side like everyone else, that the daimonic works in potentiality for both good and evil, and that he can neither disown it nor live without it. It is similarly beneficial when he also comes to see that much of his achievement is bound up with the very conflicts this daimonic impulse engenders. This is the seat of the experience that life is a mixture of good and evil; that there is no such thing as pure good; and that if the evil weren’t there as a potentiality, the good would not be either. Life consists of achieving good not apart from evil but in spite of it.
(May, 1976, pp.259-60)
Rollo May’s pithy realism is haloed with optimism, with a belief in the power of the individual’s consciousness and ability to choose to do good in the world. And it would seem that whether we see beauty, love and goodness in any circumstance is also a matter of our choice. This idea brings us back to Viktor Frankl who discovered the absolute value of love on an occasion when, marching with some other prisoners, he pictured his beloved wife in his mind:
Real or not, her look was then more luminous than the sun which was beginning to rise…for the first time in my life I saw the truth as it is set into song by so many poets, proclaimed as the final wisdom by so many thinkers. The truth – that love is the ultimate and the highest goal to which man can aspire. Then I grasped the meaning of the greatest secret that human poetry and human thought and belief have to impart: The salvation of man is through love and in love.
(Frankl, 2008, pp.48-49)
Love goes very far beyond the physical person of the beloved. It finds its deepest meaning in his spiritual being, his inner self.
(Frankl, 2008, pp.49-50)
Frankl invites us to embrace a more mature and sophisticated concept of love. With self-love comes the realization of one’s self-worth. Once it is realized that love can be given to one’s self, emotional dependency upon others tends to fade away. Love for all becomes not only possible, but a concomitant of love for the self.2 The author submits that every person, as a sentient being on this planet, is worthy of love. Even the criminal who has committed the most heinous crime is deserving of love, but only a saint could love such a person…and few people are capable of sainthood. Somewhere within us all is the innocence and vulnerability of the child, so often occluded by our psychic defences.
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2 M. Scott Peck says something similar: “not only do self-love and love of others go hand in hand…ultimately they are indistinguishable.” (Peck, 1990, p.87) See also Fromm: “Love is not primarily a relationship to a specific person; it is an attitude, an orientation of character which determines the relatedness of a person to the world as a whole, not towards one ‘object’ of love.” (Fromm, 1995, p.36)
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George de la Tour, The Newborn Child, 1640s, oil on canvas, Musée des Beaux Arts, Rennes
When this inner beauty of the person is revealed in a therapy session, it is manifest to both client and counsellor and facilitates the client’s realization of their own uniqueness and intrinsic worth. The process of therapy, if there is a real, congruent and caring relationship, also ameliorates existential isolation for we begin to connect with aspects of the self from which we have been disconnected, a condition Yalom calls ‘intrapersonal isolation’ (Yalom, 1980, p.354). In this search for the true self, the concept of ‘home’ is of immense importance.
The true self cannot communicate because it has remained unconscious, and therefore undeveloped, in its inner prison. The company of prison warders doe not encourage lively development. It is only after it is liberated that the self begins to be articulate, to grow, and to develop its creativity. Where there had been only fearful emptiness or equally frightening grandiose fantasies, an unexpected wealth of vitality is now discovered. This is not a homecoming, since this home has never before existed. It is the creation of home.
(Miller, 2001, p.22)
To become one’s own home, one’s own parent is at the same time frighteningly isolating and immeasurably empowering. It is to know at a very deep level that one is not just ok, but a person of value, a precious consciousness in the universe. It is to be able to proudly and joyously say “I am”. It is nothing short of the birth of the self.
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William Blake, Albion Rose, c. 1796, coloured etching
Rogers invites us to address the most fundamental of questions:
It seems to me that at the bottom each person is asking, “Who am I, really? How can I get in touch with this real self, underlying all my surface behaviour? How can I become myself?”
(Rogers, 1979, p.108)
It is this author’s contention that the journey of the counsellor envisaged by Rogers inevitably leads at some stage to a spiritual understanding of life and the author cannot help but concur with Frankl that this must be a genuine, felt and experienced religiosity in order for it to be appropriately employed in any real therapeutic work.
…only a psychiatrist who is himself a religious person is justified in bringing religion into psychotherapy.
(Frankl, 2011, p.80)
iv)  Self-love and responsibility
To embark upon such a course, fraught with unknown perils, is to seize your destiny in your hand, to define yourself by thought and action and to address the most fundamental questions that life asks of us. For this reason the author believes an approach that blends Person-Centred theory and Logotherapy to be eminently well-suited to working with not just presenting problems of an existential nature, but with most presenting problems.
I felt greatly surprised in my new approach, which I found to my surprise was a home-grown brand of existential philosophy.
(Rogers, 1995, p.39)
To facilitate the realization of what constitutes the true self, Yalom suggests disidentification exercises (Yalom, 1980, p.164), which could be appropriate for some clients but a good, in-depth chat about a person’s Quality World, using Glasser’s methods, might do the job just as well, leading the client to an enhanced sense of who they are, in terms of what really matters to them. The Quality World is also an intimate and private place. It is a storehouse of secrets and forgotten dreams. It can be a place of mourning. It holds in its deepest compartments the most desperate yearnings of the soul. This renewed contact with the inner self and one’s being can help a person to marvel at the mere existence of their own consciousness, and the mere fact that things are, fostering an awareness of their own power and potential, as well as their responsibility and freedom of choice.
In the other state, the state of mindfulness of being, one marvels not about the way things are but that they are. To exist in this mode means to be continually aware of being. In…the “ontological mode”…one remains mindful of being, not only mindful of the fragility of being but mindful, too…of one’s responsibility for one’s own being. Since it is only in this ontological mode that one is in touch with one’s self-creation, it is only here that one can grasp the power to change oneself.
(Yalom, 1980, p.31)
But this form of awareness can be paralyzing and terrifying. Such is the burden of responsibility for oneself.
In this state, one becomes fully self-aware – aware of oneself as a transcendental (constituting) ego as well as an empirical (constituted) ego; one embraces one’s possibilities and limits; one faces absolute freedom and nothingness – and is anxious in the face of them.
(Yalom, 1980, p.31)
The knowledge that one creates one’s own reality, that for the individual the world is only what he or she subjectively constitutes it to be, is both empowering and alienating. To be conscious of this is to face our separateness from the world and other people as well as to appreciate our ability to mentally construct and configure a reality that connects us to the universe. An appreciation of this capacity carries the responsibility of thinking and acting for ourselves.
The stone is given its existence; it need not fight for being what it is – a stone in the field. Man has to be himself in spite of unfavourable circumstances; that means he has to make his own existence at every single moment.
(From José Ortega, Man Has No Nature in Kauffmann, 1975, p.153)
The being that exists is man. Man alone exists. Rocks are, but they do not exist. Trees are, but they do not exist. Angels are, but they do not exist. God is, but does not exist. The proposition “man alone exists” does not mean by any means that that man alone is a real being while all other beings are unreal and mere appearances or human ideas. The proposition “man exists” means: man is that being whose Being is distinguished by the open-standing standing-in in the unconcealedness of Being, from Being, in Being.
(From Heidegger, The Quest for Being in Kaufmann, 1975, p.272)
For Sartre, the relishing of one’s existence and one’s freedom is connected with the belief that there is no God:
Atheistic existentialism, of which I am a representative, declares with greater consistency that if God does not exist there is at least one being whose existence comes before its essence, a being which exists before it can be defined by any conception of it. That being is man…We mean that man first of all exists, encounters himself, surges up in the world- and defines himself afterwards. If man as the existentialist sees him is not definable, it is because to begin with he is nothing. He will not be anything until later, and then he will be what he makes of himself. Thus, there is no human nature, because there is no God to have a conception of it. Man simply is. Not that he is simply what he conceives himself to be, but he is what he wills, and as he conceives himself after already existing – as he wills to be after that leap towards existence. Man is nothing else but that which he makes of himself.
(From Sartre, Existentialism in Kauffmann, 1975, p.349)
However, this powerful concept of the liberated individual seems just as valid for those clients who nurture a faith and wish to act in accordance with spiritual values that hold true for them. Indeed, Christians refer to the same qualities (awareness and freedom) as Sartre in terms of ‘free will’, although an atheist existentialist perspective would insist that there is no right and wrong, no obligation, and that what the person chooses to do alone defines them, with no other framework against which to measure the individual’s conduct.
Everything is indeed permitted if God does not exist, and man is in consequence forlorn, for he cannot find anything to depend upon either within or outside himself. He discovers forthwith, that he is without excuse. For if indeed existence precedes essence, one will never be able to explain one’s action by reference to a given and specific human nature; in other words, there is no determinism – man is free, man is freedom. Nor, on the other hand, if God does not exist, are we provided with any values or commands that could legitimize our behaviour. Thus we have neither behind us, nor before us in a luminous realm of values, any means of justification or excuse. We are left alone, without excuse. That is what I mean when I say that man is condemned to be free.
(From Sartre, Existentialism in Kauffmann, 1975, p.353)
Rogers has a similar understanding of how freedom for the individual involves the shedding of inherited moral imperatives, in favour of being and behaving as they are.
They prefer not to hide themselves and their feelings from themselves, or even from significant others. They do not wish to be what they “ought” to be, whether this imperative is set by parents, or by the culture, whether it is defined positively or negatively.
(Rogers, 1979, p.170)
We should note here that Frankl took issue with Sartre’s view of total freedom as it did not allow for the role of conscience and what he called the ‘spiritual unconscious’ in man.
What I feel that I ought to do, or ought to be, could never be effective if it were nothing but an invention of mine – rather than a discovery. Jean-Paul Sartre believed that man can choose and design himself by creating his own standards. However, to ascribe to the self such a creative power seems to be still within the old idealistic tradition. Is it not even comparable to the fakir trick?
(Frankl, 2011, p.64)
Frankl therefore offers us an understanding of how what a person thinks they “ought” to do can be fee from culturally determined standards and strictures whilst also being moral, true, and even altruistic - acts and choices invested with spiritual purpose. In this vein, Rogers had made a similar claim – behaviour chosen on the basis of man’s true nature will be constructive:
When man’s unique capacity of awareness is this functioning freely and fully, we find that we have, not an animal whom we must fear, not a beast who must be controlled, but an organism able to achieve, through the remarkable integrative capacity of its central nervous system, a balanced, realistic, self-enhancing, other-enhancing behaviour as a resultant of all these elements of awareness.
(Rogers, 1979. p.105)
The author concludes that both Sartre’s atheist existentialist, and Frankl’s spiritual existentialist, views of man are compatible with Rogers’ Person-Centred model, though Frankl’s idea of man as a self-transcendent being describes his nature most satisfactorily.
By virtue of what I would call the pre-reflective ontological understanding he knows that he is actualizing himself precisely to the extent to which he is forgetting himself, and he is forgetting himself by giving himself, be it through serving a cause higher than himself, or loving a person other than himself. Truly, self-transcendence is the essence of human existence.
(Frankl, 2011, p.138)
Rogers promotes the idea that it benefits the person in their journey towards selfhood to extricate themselves from the ‘conditions of worth’ established by upbringing and societal or religious norms in order to become their own locus of evaluation. He also advocates complete responsibility for choice and concedes that this path moves the individual beyond the imperatives “set by parents, or by the culture, whether it is defined positively or negatively” (Rogers, 1979, p.170). Ultimately, this process, should all persons embrace this level of autonomy, could end the dominion of organized religion and it is arguable that an infinitely more complex society would then result.
I think that men and women, individually and collectively, are inwardly and organismically rejecting the view of one single, culture-approved reality. I believe they are moving inevitably towards the acceptance of millions of separate challenging, exciting, informative, individual perceptions of reality.
(Rogers, 1995, p.106)
For the author, evidence for the changes envisioned by Rogers are ubiquitous – in the role of the internet in our rapidly changing world, in the level of international travel and cultural exchange and in cosmopolitan cities where people can unashamedly be themselves, protected by an anonymity not possible in smaller communities where the fear of village gossip still imprisons so many. However, our developing world need not be an anarchist chaos. There is sufficient consensus in terms of the values most people arrive at when acting and thinking in accordance with their true self for society to get along just fine. Thus we need not constitute our reality in complete isolation. Frankl’s concepts of man’s “self-transcendence” and “unconscious religiousness” hold up the hope than intrinsic to man there is an unconscious striving towards ‘the good’, to responsible action - a position that harmonizes with Person-Centred values.
In these unconscious spiritual depths the great existential choices are made. It follow, then, that man’s being responsible reaches down into an unconscious ground; thus, besides conscious responsibleness there must also be unconscious responsibleness…in its third stage of development, existential analysis has uncovered – within the spiritual unconscious-unconscious religiousness. This unconscious religiousness, revealed by our phenomenonological analysis, is to be understood as a latent relation to transcendence in man.
(Frankl, 2011, pp.67-68)
Furthermore, even if embracing self-determinism does mean abandoning absolute authorities, Rogers offers his concept of a formative tendency, which will holds true for many individuals looking at the world empirically and incorporates a more universal concept of God, one which is arguably more evidence-based than the bleak perspective of atheist existentialism. Another objection to the notion that we are all alone, abandoned to invent ourselves, as a basis for a therapeutic approach to counselling is the undeniable fact that we are social beings, not solitary entities. In almost all cases, the person exists within a network of familial and societal relationships, to which Glasser in particular accords great significance, regarding the maintenance of these as the path to happiness. Yes, we are alone, but we are also together in our aloneness, brothers and sisters in the human condition. As Fromm puts it:
In any conceivable kind of culture man needs to co-operate with others if he wants to survive, whether for the purpose of defending himself against enemies or dangers of nature, or in order that he may be able to work and produce. Even Robinson Crusoe was accompanied by his man Friday; without him he would probably not only have become insane but would actually have died.
(Fromm, 2004, p.16)
There is, however, another feature of our relationship to others which needs to be addressed here and which often arises in therapy - the tendency to fuse with another person or with an institution or leader, as highlighted by Fromm. This inclination delimits our personal freedom when it is operative. One potential benefit of the therapeutic relationship, with its emphasis on self-reliance, is that there can emerge a different sense of what constitutes intimacy or closeness. When we are able to meet our own needs, and are helped to assume this primary responsibility, the emphasis in relationships often shifts to giving rather than receiving, and in that giving we receive. Loving someone becomes nurturing, as opposed to a state of weakness or dependency. Yalom frames this especially well.
It seems that one of the results of effective therapy is that one not only learns about relatedness and intimacy – that is, about what one can obtain from relating to others; but also that one discovers the limits of relatedness – that is, what one cannot get from others, in therapy and in life as well.
(Yalom, 1980, p.266)
No longer driven by unconscious motivation to seek out a particular ‘type’, reminiscent of our imperfect parents, or guided primarily by sexual instinct, we become drawn to a person because they are worthy of love. The beloved is chosen by us, not for us. Love becomes the ultimate human choice.
In love the self is not driven by the id, but rather the self chooses the Thou.
(Frankl, 2011, p.42)
3) MYSTICAL UNION 

i) Merging with the world 

It is so tragic that our intimate and natural connection with the world around us becomes severed in so many ways in the course of our lives. It could be argued that the unpredictability of life make this inevitable to a degree, but this author would contend that the design and strategies of our social and political systems exist to intentionally detach us from our own nature and the truth of our own experience. More will be said later about the common effects of mass consumerism on the individual’s self-concept.
However, the pervasive ennui, dissatisfaction and frustration, experienced by so many people today, in reality have their origin in a rupture of our connection with the world that occurred at the time of our earliest attempts to relate to the objects of our experience.
If we watch a child of this age, we shall see that he is trying to do something definite [my italics]. What he tries to do may seem absurd to us, but this does not matter. He has to finish it. It is the urge of life within him that commands this. If his cycle of activity be interrupted, the results are a deviation of personality, aimlessness and a loss of interest.
(Montessori, 1992, p.146)
The “something definite” of which Montessori speaks cans be understood to correlate with the targets of Rogers’ ‘actualizing tendency’ or the ‘quality world’ of Glasser. The potential to be actualized resides within, but it requires an external figure in order to become alchemically transmuted. The “something” may not be, and need not be, present in conscious thought and this distinction matters not in terms of that which is subsequently experienced. It is a curious paradox that it is only when another hand guides that we truly discover ourselves.
Tragically, this natural way of being can become stultified by our environment and culture. It is in the nature of man to absorb within himself the practices, habits and customs of his world, a tendency which can override his natural inclination to connect with his surroundings. Montessori explains this in a significant passage, worth quoting at length, so well does it sum up not just the state of being of the child, but the natural condition of man.
If we call our adult mentality conscious, then we must call the child’s unconscious, but the unconscious kind is not necessarily inferior. An unconscious mind can be most intelligent. We find it at work in every species, even among the insects. They have an intelligence which is not conscious though it often seems to be endowed with reason. The child has an intelligence of this unconscious type, and that is what brings about his marvellous progress.
It begins with a knowledge of his surroundings. How does the child assimilate his environment? He does it solely in virtue of one of those characteristics that we now know him to have. This is an intense and specialized sensitiveness in consequence of which the things about him awaken so much interest and so much enthusiasm that they become incorporated in his very existence. The child absorbs these impressions, not with his mind but with his life itself.
(Montessori, 1992, p.22)
It is the loss of this capacity to fuse with the world and experience communion with the universe that is the ultimate cause of the terrible loneliness that haunts mankind. As Anthony de Mello has argued, this connectedness and joy in our own being is our natural state:
Happiness is our natural state. Happiness is the natural state of little children, to whom the kingdom belongs until they have been polluted and contaminated by the stupidity of society and culture.
(de Mello, 1990, 78)
The kingdom to which de Mello refers can be understood with reference to one of the
Nag Hammadi scrolls, the Gospel of Thomas, in which Christ says...
…the Kingdom of God is inside of you, and it is outside of you. When you come to know yourselves, then you will become known, and you will realize that it is you who are the sons of the living Father.
To arrive at this place is to experience oneself not a separate entity but a connected part of the cosmic order, to discern and sense a continuum between self and world. In this philosophical view, the Heavenly Kingdom is not just within your reach, it has always been there.
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Frédéric Bazille, The Family Reunion, 1867, oil on canvas, Musée d’Orsay, Paris
ii) The Music of the Spheres
We are never entirely alone. Even an insect crawling by the prisoner in his cell can be company. Carl Rogers found that the universe has inherent purpose and meaning and a developmental tendency toward greater complexity and integration. In life on earth we see this glorious process in all its majesty - in the growth of trees and plants, the ebb and flow of the tides, the passing of the seasons and the fragility and dignity of every living thing. Whether man bears witness to this glory or not, and even should he choose to fill his concrete world with superficial entertainments and petty distractions, which no doubt have their place in life, it is there. This sentiment was succinctly expressed by the survivalist Bear Grylls. Struggling to make his way thorough the Amazon jungle he came across a magnificent purple flower and was struck by the mere fact of its beauty and existence.
Nobody’s ever going to see that flower. That’s God’s extravagance. Even though no one’s ever going to see it, He just can’t help but create something beautiful.
This same beauty lies somewhere within each of us. It is there in our client. It may be buried deep in the jungle, but it blesses the determined explorer with a vision withheld from those who dared not venture and the bliss of knowing that, however fleetingly, they have moved in synchrony with the living universe.
Our relationship to the cosmos is fundamental to Rogers’ theory and, the author contends, to a truly Person-Centred approach. Rogers’ formative tendency is what connects the individual to the wider universe.
We can say that there is in every organism, at whatever level, an underlying flow of movement toward constructive fulfilment of its inherent possibilities.
(Rogers, 1995, p.117)
Like so many before him, Rogers marvelled at the breathtaking complexity of the cosmos and drew upon scientific theories of universal origins as well as evolutionary theory in arguing for the existence of a natural force which propelled all creation towards complexity. This process mirrors his theory of actualization and it is for this reason that he conceived of the two forces as interrelated.
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Photograph taken by the Hubble Space Telescope in 1995 of hydrogen columns in the Eagle Nebula
Who can say what undiscovered wonders hide beyond the stars of our tiny galaxy, poised in the dark firmament of space - new forms of beauty not yet glimpsed by the eyes of man? They are like unexplored regions of the self, inner potentialities wanting to be found.
We might go even further than Rogers when considering human consciousness. As man is made from the earth, a body composed of matter left over from the formation of a tiny star – our sun – we are all, literally, stardust. We are made from the same constituents as all we behold in the heavens, so in us a part of the universe has become conscious of itself. When we attempt to comprehend the mysteries of the night sky we represent a part of the universe struggling to learn about itself, just as on a microcosmic scale the individual seeks to discover their ‘true self’ during therapy and life’s journey. Similarly, for Rogers, real listening can be part of a spiritual connection to the universe.
It is like listening to the music of the spheres, because beyond the message of the person, no matter what that might be, there is the universal.
(Rogers, 1995, p. 8)
This author has gradually come to experience moments of genuine contact and connection with clients and, in fact, anything in experience, in this way.
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Anonymous alchemical wood engraving, first documented in Camille Flammarion, L’Atmosphère: Météorologie populaire
iii) Mystical revelation
It was like any other Friday afternoon in London. A sense of listlessness descended upon the author like a dusty sheet from an old mansion. Time to leave college and go home, back to a flat that was an empty vessel, much like this man felt himself to be. Life had drawn all it could from him, or so it seemed. Earlier that day, a colleague had given this irregular fragment of lower ore a ticket to a new exhibition on Caravaggio at London’s National Gallery. We shared a love for the work of this dark master of tenebrism - for the ingenious way he brought light and dark together, with knowledge of their meaning. An unexpected wind was somehow sufficient to blow enough air into the furnace to propel the author to the gallery. The exhibition was intelligently lit; the paintings hung in near darkness. The author struggled to find his way through crowds swallowed by black soot, until, finally, he was stopped in his tracks, called to a particular image.
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Carvaggio, The Adoration of the Shepherds, 1609, oil on canvas, Museo Regionale, Messina
The Virgin lay humble and vulnerable upon the ground, amidst straw and discarded carpentry tools – proleptic symbols of Christ’s future sacrifice. I cannot put my finger on exactly what it was that set me off, perhaps a combination of the expressions of quiet wonderment on the faces of the shepherds, the presentation of Christ as a very ordinary baby, so fragile and helpless, and the serenity and maternal tenderness of the modest Virgin. With customary genius, Caravaggio had inverted the compositional pyramid normally used to create a divine hierarchy and placed the Saviour upon the ground, in all His humanity. Overwhelmed, I wept. This had never happened to this ‘art historian’ before. I had seen in the faces of the Shepherds a gentle, cautious love, a sense of their intrusion as well as a reverence for the priceless, immeasurable value of every human child. In the particular I saw the universal and an overpowering feeling of Love was awakened within me. I have come to believe that in these rare moments we are touched by the Holy Spirit. This can happen with a work of art or a real situation. My mother received the same Revelation, but for her it was to be in a hospital when she was having one of her six children. She had gone down to the infants’ dormitory to look at her new child and, whilst leaving, heard the faint sound of a baby gasping. Searching the enveloping gloom, she found the cot and looked inside to find a beautiful, tiny face, struggling to take its breath. She could not help but cry and has explained to me that in that precise moment she was given an immediate and unmistakable knowing that this was the Holy Spirit that was trying to come into this world, to breathe and to live in this little baby. It was as though, as she peered into the crib, she was looking into the face of God.
Relatively late in life, I have realised that this is why these situations are called religious mysteries. It is not ‘The Nativity’, i.e. just the story, that we are invited to contemplate, but the Mystery of The Nativity. We cannot choose these moments. The narratives may be different in various cultural traditions, but they concern the very same Truth. There is indeed a reason why these mysteries have been guarded, revealed only to initiates, be they those who attended the mystery schools at the temples of the ancient world or the members of secret societies in our own time. For how can such Revelations be explained? Those who have not yet received the blessing would easily dismiss the experience as merely consisting of subjective emotion, and may even think you mad were you to try to explain it. It is a type of knowledge that fills the soul, not the mind. It is experienced, not learned. It is known, not taught. It cannot be contained by words and is presented to us by an act of divine grace. These moments would seem to be pre-arranged for us, occurring only at those moments when the soul has been readied for an infusion of light.
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Caravaggio, The Conversion of St Paul, 1601, oil on canvas, Cerasi Chapel, Santa Maria del Popolo, Rome
Frankl’s concept of unconscious religiousness is potentially of great assistance to the practitioner seeking to help a client who is trying to understand and process this type of experience.
Precisely in such cases, however, it is the task of logotherapy to remind the patient of his unconscious religiousness - that is to say, to let it enter his conscious mind again.
(Frankl, 2011, p.73)
It would be all too easy, and could even be dangerous, for a counsellor to dismiss a client’s powerful response to an apparently mundane event as disproportionate or coloured by emotions about the past that need to be brought into consciousness, as this risks overlooking the possibility that the person has had a genuinely mystical experience. These moments deserve to be recognized, honoured and assimilated into the personality. Indeed, psychological and spiritual well being may even depend upon it.
Frankl recognizes that genuine moments of religious breakthrough or revelation are rare, spontaneous in nature, and cannot be facilitated or orchestrated by the counsellor.
He will only be interested in a spontaneous breakthrough of religiousness on the part of the patient. And he will be patient enough to wait for such a spontaneous development to take place.
(Frankl, 2011, p.77)
He also wisely warns us of those who would seek to assume the role of priest:
…time and again psychotherapists try to outdo even the priests. This is just hubris. The function of the psychiatrist cannot be distinguished sharply enough from the mission of the clergy.
(Frankl, 2011. p.78)
The provision of spiritual direction may be beyond the province of the counsellor, but this should indeed be the case when man is possessed of not just a need for meaning, but his own capacity to search for Ultimate Meaning.
The noölogical dimension may be rightly defined as the dimension of uniquely human phenomena. Among them, there is one that I regard as the most representative of the human reality. I have circumscribed this phenomenon in terms of “man’s search for meaning.” Now, if this is correct, one may also be justified in defining religion as man’s search for ultimate meaning.
(Frankl, 2011, p.17)
The counsellor is therefore not called upon to direct the client’s spiritual life, but to recognize, value and nurture their natural spiritual leanings, their finding of their own true path. This is no mean feat and, in some very rare and extreme cases, may even demand of the counsellor immense spiritual strength.
If the confusion can be penetrated – if the diagnosis of evil can be made, and if the therapist, knowing with what he or she is dealing, decides to attempt to relate with the evil person in a healing manner – then, and only then, the revulsion countertransference can and should be set aside. That is a lot of ifs. The attempt to heal the evil should not be lightly undertaken. It must be done from a position of remarkable psychological and spiritual strength.
(Peck, 1990, p.74)
It is, in Frankl’s Logotherapy, which this author adopts, essential to consider the spiritual dimension to existence as it applies to the presenting problems of clients. In 

fact, effective counselling may in some instances hinge upon such an approach and, conversely, ignoring the spiritual risks misidentifying what is really happening in a person’s life.
The spiritual dimension cannot be ignored, for it is what makes us human. To be concerned about the meaning of life is not necessarily a sign of disease or of neurosis. It may be; but then again, spiritual agony may have very little connection with a disease of the psyche. The proper diagnosis can be made only by someone who can see the spiritual side of man.
(Frankl, 1998, p.xvi)
A person may not be equipped or able, due to cultural conditioning or the nature of their disillusionment, to discern the spiritual themes in their life but is, in Frankl’s view, “often much more religious than he suspects” (1986, p.xxvi). Due to this form of repressed “religio” (Frankl, 2011, p. 55), the counsellor’s help sometimes results in the person discovering or rediscovering their faith or becoming able to perceive the higher spiritual meaning that was always there, waiting to be seen.
Religion provides man with a spiritual anchor, with a feeling of security such as he can find nowhere else. But, to our surprise, psychotherapy can produce an analogous, unintended side-effect. For although the psychotherapist is not concerned with helping his patient to achieve a capacity for faith, in certain felicitous cases the patient regains his capacity for faith.
(Frankl, 1986, p.xxi)
This author therefore takes the view that the journey of the counsellor is first and foremost a spiritual journey, a commitment to doing right by oneself and by another human being. It is thus both self-centred and self-less. Moreover, it is to be prepared to engage with people on a spiritual level and to be capable of appreciating the profound themes that are at play in the life of every person, whether these are noticed by the individual or not. The author is reminded of the film It’s a Wonderful Life where George, after having been given a beautiful, painful lesson by Clarence Oddbody - an angel earning his wings at Christmas - sees what would have come to pass without his presence in the small town he refused to desert. He is told: “You see George, you’ve really had a wonderful life.”
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Sometimes, we do need someone else to help us to see the beautiful meanings in our life and our suffering. Frankl recognized this sometimes peculiar consequence of considered human choice – that even after acting in accordance with conscience, meaning might still elude us, for the ordinary man seldom acknowledges the immensity of his achievement.
The radius of his activity is not important; important alone is whether he fills the circle of his tasks. The ordinary person who really masters the concrete tasks which his occupation and family life present him is, in spite of his “little” life, “greater” than and superior to a “great” statesman who may decide the fate of millions with the stroke of a pen, but whose decisions are unscrupulous and evil in their consequences”
(Frankl, 1986, p.43)
4) LOGOTHERAPY AS IT RELATES TO PSYCHOANALYSIS AND PERSON CENTERED THEORY 

i) ‘Actualization’ versus ‘will to meaning’ 

It can definitely be helpful to think of the client as having a ‘will to meaning’, as
Frankl maintains.
Man’s search for meaning is the primary motivation in his life and not a “secondary rationalization” of instinctual drives. This meaning is unique and specific in that it must and can be fulfilled by him alone; only then does it achieve a significance which will satisfy his own will to meaning.
(Frankl, 2008, p.105)
Here, Frankl sets himself in opposition to Freud who held that sexual desire or ‘libido’ was the most fundamental motivating influence on human behaviour. Freud had argued that some of our sexual desires and instincts become repressed into the unconscious as part of our socialization during childhood and that libido continued to exert a powerful influence on our behaviour from behind the scenes. This energy was unwittingly channelled into artistic activity or any form of human industry. Freud explains this process in relation to the supremely motivated artist Leonardo da Vinci, who studied the world around him with tireless fascination.
The core of his nature, and the secret of it, would appear to be that after his curiosity had been activated in infancy in the service of sexual interests he succeeded in sublimating the greater part of his libido into an urge for research.
(Freud, 1990, pp.170-171)
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Leonardo da Vinci, Study of Star of Bethlehem and Other Flowers, 1506, ink and chalk, Royal Collection, Windsor Castle,



Leonardo da Vinci, Studies of Crabs, c. 1495 ink on paper, Wallraf-Richartz Museum,
Cologne, Germany
Frankl rejected this understanding of man’s creative powers in which the “great creators in the realm of the spirit are…dismissed as neurotics” (Frankl, 1986, p.19). He insisted that human endeavour and the nature of man’s engagement with his world are not to be explained by sublimated impulses but by man’s need to find and create meaning. This form of incentive could explain Leonardo’s intense engagement with nature equally well. Frankl therefore set his Logotherapy in opposition to the reductionism of psychoanalysis.
Psychoanalysis views the whole of the human psyche atomistically as pieced together out of separate parts, i.e., out of various drives, which in turn are composed of so-called drive components. Thus, the psyche is not only atomized but an-atomized, i.e., the analysis of the psyche becomes its anatomy. In this way, the wholeness of the human person is destroyed.
(Frankl, 2011, p. 27)
Frankl’s alternative concept of a ‘will to meaning’ is distinct from, but not incompatible with, Rogers’ understanding of an ‘actualizing tendency’. Frankl’s concept differs from Rogers in the sense that the individual actualizes meaning that is potentially within the circumstances his life, depending on the attitude he adopts, rather than realizing potential originating from within as part of an organic process stimulated by favourable external conditions.
…given a suitable psychological climate, humankind is trustworthy, creative, self-motivated, powerful and constructive – capable of releasing undreamed of potentialities.
(Rogers, 1995, p.201)
…each human being has a directional tendency towards wholeness, toward actualization of his or her potentialities.
(Rogers, 1995, p.120)
Since Frankl essentially shares Rogers’ concept of actualization, the difference in approach emerges as one of focus. Frankl’s Logotherapy would have the therapist zoom in on life-meaning, seeing the client’s life as a battleground where a fight for meaning and personal dignity and responsibility is being fought. Whether we consider the central problem faced by the client to be a crisis of meaning or one of actualization has important implications for the role of the therapist. Frankl does support the idea of actualization but in terms of how we show genuine love to another person.
By his love he is able to see the essential traits and features in the beloved person; and even more, he sees that which is potential in him, which is not yet actualized…by his love, the loving person enables the beloved person to actualize these potentialities.
(Frankl, 2008, p.116)
However, it is the author’s view that the therapist’s role can be viewed as adopting precisely this sort of orientation to the client. In other words, Frankl’s concept of love is actually equivalent to Roger’s core conditions, for example he treasures the person’s uniqueness in a similar way: “…to experience one human being as unique means to love him” (Frankl, 1998, p.xix). As part of this nurturing, if love is to be regarded as process and action rather than feeling, the counsellor can help the client to perceive meaning in the circumstances of their own life, even in their suffering, and to self-actualize. Person-centred counselling and aspects of Frankl’s philosophy are thus compatible, although the more directive methods of Logotherapy differ. For this reason, it is postulated here that an integrative approach could successfully reconcile these two systems. In fact, Frankl made a convincing case that self-actualization or the development of capacities and potential occurred as a consequence of the individual pursing meaningful activity, investing their ‘will’ in the world.
Thus, human existence – at least as long as it had not been neurotically distorted – is always directed to some-thing, or someone, other than itself, be it a meaning to fulfil or another human being to encounter lovingly. I have termed this constitutive characteristic of human existence “self-transcendence.” What is called “self-actualization” is ultimately an effect, the unintentional by-product, of self-transcendence.
(Frankl, 2011, p.84)
Whilst we may hypothesize with reasonable certainty that Carl Rogers would not have been happy to demote his actualizing tendency to a mere “by product”, Frankl’s arguments here do deserve careful consideration. It is true that a person might pursue an activity with the specific aim of self-actualization, for example when practising a skill in order to improve performance in a given task. However, such endeavour is motivated by a conscious knowledge of process, as exemplified by the dictum “practise makes perfect”. It is more often the case that our actions in the world are consciously aimed at achieving some end and that we only access inner resources and extend our limits when motivated by that higher goal. For adults, it is an inescapable fact that the activity itself must have genuine purpose in order for a person to truly excel and for potential to be actualized. The life of the pianist David Helfgott, celebrated in the movie ‘Shine’

shows us what can happen when actualization itself, or the development of facility, is pursued at the expense of an objective that has genuine meaning for the person.
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The real David Helfgott with is father Peter, in Perth, 1961. Photo by Margaret Helfgott.
The relentless pursuit of perfection through excessive self-consciousness can become indistinguishable from neuroticism and obsessive disorder. For this reason, Frankl notes that:
Forced self-observation may become a severe handicap to the creativity of the artist.
(Frankl, 2011, p. 43)
In cases like David Helfgott’s, what Frankl calls ‘dereflection’ is needed to restore both mental stability and the person’s creative powers.
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A happier David Helfgott
Nevertheless, if we are to seek an understanding of man’s innate wills and tendencies, our task is best illuminated by the ventures of the child, for the child knows not always the purpose of its actualizing activity. We may discern this most clearly in the phenomenon of known as ‘sequencing’. In these ordering activities where the child arranges specially designed equipment in terms of shape, colour or size into a logical sequence, its activity and spontaneity are “connected with the form itself of the human mind” (Montessori, 1992, p.168).
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There must therefore exist in the constitution of man an actualizing tendency, such as Rogers describes. It is the prime mover in the life of the child. It guides the child’s activity, and meaning can be said to result from its satisfaction. Montessori acknowledged this and noted the increased role of the will in later stages of development.
A psychic organism is forming itself, and it does so on a pre-established pattern. If it were not for this, the child’s mental horizon would have to be fashioned by his reasoning and his will, that is to say by powers that are not acquired till later on. But we dismiss that as absurd.
(Montessori, 1992, p.173)
However, once this transitory state of innocence and unconscious motivation is left behind, once man has left the Garden of Eden, it is for the adult to choose meaningful activity, and this can only be possible when a person acts in accordance with that capacity often regarded with derision in modern culture - intuition.
In so far as that which has been disclosed to conscience is still to be actualized, the question emerges how it could be realized unless it were somehow anticipated in the first place. Such anticipation, however, can only be enacted through intuition.
(Frankl, 2011, p.40)
When man follows this leaning, which assumes in the adult the character of an instinct, thought it is distinguishable from basic drives and impulses, meaning is pursued and, as a consequence, actualization is guaranteed to occur. Frankl was therefore correct about the secondary aspect of actualization in the adult and correct to claim:
Man’s search for meaning is the primary motivation in his life and not a “secondary rationalization” of instinctual drives.”
(Frankl, 2008, p.105)
Furthermore, Frankl was able to see that the more man becomes child-like, which is a virtue (whereas to be child-ish is often regressive and situationally inappropriate), the more involved he is with the world and the more absorbed he is by meaningful activity. In this mode of being he forgets himself and is freed from the self-consciousness which so often hinders his ventures and conceals from him the profound and meaningful intentions of the ‘spiritual unconscious’.
Just consider a child who, absorbed in play, forgets himself - this is the moment to take a snapshot; when you wait until he notices that you are taking a picture, his face congeals and freezes, showing his unnatural self-consciousness rather than his natural graciousness.
(Frankl, 2011, p.85)
The goal of therapy, as defined by Frankl, therefore contrasts markedly with psychoanalytic theory. The aim is not just to make unconscious motivation conscious but, following this realization, to restore to man something of the natural being and innocence of the child. This is to:
…convert an unconscious potentia into a conscious actus, but to do so for no other reason than to restore it eventually as an unconscious habitus. It is the task of the therapist, in the final analysis, to reinstate the spontaneity and naïveté of an unreflected existential act.
(Frankl, 2011, p.44)
Although he made this observation, Frankl did not concentrate much on the spontaneous nature of processes in the life of the child or observe how these might relate to unconscious motivation in the life of man. Instead, he chooses to conceive of an operative actualizing tendency that furthers each person’s growth in terms of a spiritual unconscious.
ii) The spiritual unconscious 

Frankl alerts us to the importance of man’s nature as a transcendent being and observes the unconscious quality of his spiritual yearnings. These higher leanings, in other words the existential struggle of the person, rather than animal-like urgings, are the domain of Logotherapy, which acknowledges, but does not fixate on, the ‘id’:
It is the dark, inaccessible part of our personality....We all approach the id with analogies: we call it a chaos, a cauldron full of seething excitations... It is filled with energy reaching it from the instincts, but it has no organisation, produces no collective will, but only a striving to bring about the satisfaction of the instinctual needs subject to the observance of the pleasure principle.
(Freud, 1998, p. 5)
A person’s quest for meaning in their life is, for Frankl, necessarily a spiritual struggle, so much so that he even uses the terms ‘existential’ and ‘spiritual’ synonymously in the course of arguing that a person is best helped not by becoming conscious of libidinal tendencies, but by discerning the meaning that is around them.
As in psychoanalysis, so in existential analysis man becomes conscious of something. But whereas in psychoanalysis it is the instinctual of which he becomes conscious, in existential analysis, or logotherapy, he becomes conscious of the spiritual, of the existential.
(Frankl, 2011, p.29)
Frankl’s sense of the unconscious and its relevance to the activity of the therapist consequently departs considerably from psychoanalytic tradition. He adds a further territory to Freud’s map of the unconscious, which consisted of basic drives and repressed memories, by insisting that man also has a spiritual unconscious.
We now arrive at an essential revision of the prevalent concept of the unconscious, or more specifically, of its extent. We have to expand its limits because it turns out that there is not only an instinctual unconscious but a spiritual unconscious as well.
(Frankl, 2011, p. 31)
The discernment of whether a course of action is spiritual or instinctual is given primacy in Frankl’s system and he argues compellingly that our understanding of man is incomplete if we do not consider his spiritual aspect.
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Grünewald, The Resurrection (detail), from the Isenheim
Altarpiece, 1512-26, Unterlinden Museum, Colmar, Alsace
He maintains that man’s spiritual core is his true fundamental self, around which his physical and psychological attributes are organized. On this basis, Frankl believes that the integration of the human personality cannot happen without taking into account the essential spirit that dwells within man’s mortal shell.
Thus the spiritual core, and only the spiritual core, warrants and constitutes oneness and wholeness in man.
(Frankl, 2011, p.34)
Frankl goes on to postulate that this unconscious spiritual dimension to man’s nature manifests itself most obviously in the phenomenon of human conscience. So innate and deep within the psyche of man is this quality that he has a “premoral” understanding of meaning.
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Lucas Cranach. Adam and Eve, 1526, oil on panel, Courtauld Gallery, London
The phenomenology of ‘premoral’ consciousness has been explored to some degree by Wayne Martin in a superb analysis of Lucas Cranach’s Adam and Eve.
…if we take into account Adam’s ontological self-consciousness then these problems may admit of resolution. If God had failed to provide Adam with ethical knowledge then his treatment of him would have been grossly unjust. But by making Adam ontologically self-conscious he provided him with a very fundamental and powerful form of normative orientation – even if he did not burden him with the explicit and direct experience of good and evil that would come in the wake of the Fall.
(Martin in Parry, 2011, p.124)
Even without knowledge of good and evil, which we might see as deriving from organized religion and culture, Adam, or any person, has an intuitive sense of what is fitting or ‘need fulfilling’ simply by virtue of the existence of the organism, deriving from being itself. This ontological self-consciousness consists, for Martin, in
…a distinctive kind of awareness of one’s own being – in particular an awareness of the kind of being one is and about what is good (what is fitting) for a being like that.
(Martin in Parry, 2011, p.124)
The author hastens to affirm that the sense of what is ‘good’ attributed to Biblical Adam by Martin is not a moral good and, furthermore, in Glasser’s system, has no moral value beyond being need-satisfying. The faculty of knowing what is morally right, or spiritual, seen by Frankl as an inherent feature of man’s constitution, might be understood in a Christian context as the legacy of the Fall. Rather than seeing this as a curse or a punishment, this author joins with Frankl (who, of course, was Jewish) in believing that it is every person’s blessing to know this difference. Without it, choice would have no meaning beyond being pleasurable. Glasser’s thesis is confounded by the fact that our judgements of conscience remain “inscrutable” (Frankl, 2011, p.40). This inner voice and sense of what one should do in any given moment is the principle means by which each person defines themself. It is conscience that reveals to man the path by which he may grow and become more than he was, even though this might involve suffering and the marginalization of his basic needs, needs given perhaps too much emphasis by Glasser.
It is the task of conscience to disclose to man the unum necesse, the one thing that is required. This one thing, however, is absolutely unique inasmuch as it is the unique possibility a concrete person has to actualize in a specific situation.
(Frankl, 2011, p.41)
We may happily concur with Frankl that this sense of knowing right from wrong in man pulses within him like an instinct, tempering his every thought and offering him endless opportunities to define himself, whatever his previous transgressions.
Insofar as conscience intuitively discloses such concrete, individual possibilities of meaning, one might be tempted to think of the way conscience operates as instinctive, and thus to speak of conscience itself as an ethical instinct.
(Frankl, 2011, p. 41)
Frankl’s concept of a spiritual unconscious leads him to arrive at a mode of dream-interpretation which is much more satisfactory than the sometimes abstruse readings of night-time imaginings found in Freudian theory. In Logotherapy, dreams are not about wish-fulfilment or repressed sexual desires; instead, they are another means by which the spiritual unconscious is revealed, closely linked to the role of conscience in man’s spiritual life (Frankl, 2011, p.47). Frankl believed that religiousness can become repressed in the individual, a phenomenon which might well lead to the forms of mystical revelation referred to the above discussion. Revelation of this sort, in Frankl’s view, and that of this author, can also take place through dreams, which frequently have the character of a lesson, omen or message that is in some way benevolent and conducive to our spiritual awareness and development. Examples of this abound in history, in well known examples such as the Dream of Constantine or the Dream of Pope Innocent III, instances where the spiritual unconscious has directed the minds of individual men and, in so doing, shaped the destiny of millions and the fate of the world.
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Giotto, The Dream of Pope Innocent III (in which he sees St Francis of Assisi
supporting the church of St John Lateran), c. 1299, fresco, Upper Church, San Francesco, Assisi
Frankl was certainly correct to say that access to such higher meanings and to spiritual direction via the unconscious demanded a new psychology, a move away from focussing on basic drives or social conditioning towards a consideration of the spiritual heights to which man aspires.
The expression depth-psychology is much in favour today. But we must ask ourselves whether it is not high time to examine human existence, even within psychotherapy, in all its many-layered extent; to look not only for its depths, but for its heights as well. To do so we would have deliberately to reach out not only beyond the sphere of the physical, but also beyond that of the psychic, and take in the realm of what we shall in this book call the spiritual aspects of man.
(Frankl, 1986, p.8)
The spiritual unconscious is to be understood as a higher aspect of the self, a personal and individual attribute whilst also being a “transpersonal” and “transhuman” agent. Frankl stresses the unique and individual nature of a person’s conscience, which is fallible and may conflict with another person’s sense of what is right. Thus conscience communicates possible meanings and serves as a guide to what a person should do in a particular situation, meanings that are to be distinguished from values, which are more universally shared. It is important to stress that, despite the moral character of conscience and its directives, and this quality being “transcendent of man” (Frankl, 2011, p.60), it is not, in Frankl’s thought, the presence of God in man.
It cannot be emphasized enough that not only is the unconscious neither divine nor omniscient, but above all man’s unconscious relation to God is profoundly personal.
(Frankl, 2011, p.70)
This sometimes dormant inner spiritual voice is, for Frankl, more of a “repressed angel” (p.65). Nevertheless, he does maintain that conscience is related to man’s responsibility before God. It helps the person to meaningful choice in the world and so is of profound existential significance. It follows that Logotherapy is only able to work with meaning by engaging with the spiritual.
A psychotherapy which not only recognizes man’s spirit, but actually starts from it may be termed logotherapy. In this connection, logos is intended to signify “the spiritual” and, beyond that, “the meaning.”
(Frankl, 1986, p.xvii)
Conscience therefore guides man to meaning, provides the targets upon which he may focus his will and defines him as a self-transcendent being.
This, human existence – at least as long as it has not been neurotically distorted – is always directed to something, or someone, other than itself, be it a meaning to fulfil or another person to encounter lovingly.
(Frankl, 2011, p.84)
For Frankl, this fundamental need or ‘will’ to meaning is what drives each of us forward as we struggle and strive in the course of our lives.
This was the conclusion he reached in the concentration camps he survived during World War II where he observed that it was the prisoners who somehow managed to hold on to a cherished meaning, create new meaning or project meaning into the future who had the most chance of survival. He was himself sustained by his attempt to rewrite his confiscated manuscript on scraps of salvaged paper and through comforting visions of his wife, whose loving countenance was called to his mind when he gazed at sunsets, divine beauty that even man’s greatest cruelty could not obscure. What would life be without meaning?
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Caspar David Friedrich, Sunset, c. 1830-35, oil on canvas, Hermitage, St. Petersburg
5) SUFFERING AND MEANING 

[image: image39.jpg]



Grünewald, The Crucifixion (detail), from the Isenheim
Altarpiece, 1512-16, Unterlinden Museum, Colmar, Alsace
In his sense of the importance of suffering in the scheme of a person’s life and the emphasis he placed upon the responsibility of the individual to transcend circumstance, Frankl is perfectly in alignment with Dostoevsky’s position.
There is only one thing that I dread: not to be worthy of my sufferings.
(Fyodor Dostoyevsky)
Bereavement is probably one of the hardest roads people travel in life. So often, it tests our faith in a God and in the purpose of existence.
Meanwhile, where is God? This is one of the most disquieting symptoms. When you are happy, so happy that you have no sense of needing Him, so happy that you are tempted to feel His claims upon you as an interruption, if you remember yourself and turn yourself to Him with gratitude and praise, you will be - or so it feels – welcomed with open arms. But go to Him when your need is desperate, when all other help is vain, and what do you find? A door slammed in you face, and the sound of bolting and double bolting on the inside.
(Lewis, 1961, p.7)
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Rogier van der Weyden, The Descent from the Cross, 1435, oil on panel, Museo del Prado, Madrid
For every person the experience of grief is unique and personal and remains so even when its outward signs are seen by others during collective mourning. In van der Weyden’s Descent from the Cross, the Virgin Mary faints, her body mirroring that of Christ’s, as though she shares fully in His suffering. St. John the Evangelist holds back his own pain in order to support her and prevent the collapse of another person, as many people do in life, his reddened face perhaps foretelling the complicated grief that is to come. Others, like Nicodemus, who assists in the lowering of the body, find themselves playing a more practical role - like the family members to whom the task falls of arranging a funeral today. One of the Three Mary’s is trapped in a corner of the composition – the process of grief has isolated her and she bears her suffering alone, without comfort. To the right, Mary Magdalene wrings her hands helplessly, her contorted body expressing inner torment and unimaginable anguish. It is to this diversity and uniqueness of human experience that the therapist must attend – every client has their own story and bears suffering of which they are struggling to become worthy. To help another person on such a journey through suffering, for Frankl, amounts to a form of “medical ministry” (Frankl, 1986, p.xviii) in which proper care for the individual’s health is only possible by attending to their spiritual well-being.

[image: image41.jpg]



Goya, Self-Portrait with Dr Arrieta, 1820, oil on canvas, Minneapolis
Institute of Arts, Minnesota.
Nevertheless, finding meaning does not mean stoic acceptance of miserable circumstance by the client or the reframing of a wretched situation just to give it meaning, as Frankl makes very clear.
If it is avoidable, the meaningful thing to do is to remove its cause, for unnecessary suffering is masochistic rather than heroic.
(Frankl, 2008, p.148)
When nothing can be achieved by the client’s power of choice and self-determination, when they are seemingly powerless, Frankl maintains that meaning can be salvaged by
what therapists today call ‘reframing’ of which he gives several ingenious examples (Frankl, 2008, pp.116-120). However, even when a person has the power to choose a happier situation, Frankl contends that people do not necessarily seek happiness as what really drives people is the quest for meaning.
…man’s main concern is not to gain pleasure or to avoid pain, but rather to see a meaning in his life.
(Frankl, 2008, p.117)
Fromm concurs on this point, maintaining that well-being does not result from the pursuit of happiness and that, for many people, pleasure-seeking is not enough to make life satisfying.
…the observable data show most clearly that our kind of ‘pursuit of happiness’ does not produce well-being. We are a society of notoriously unhappy people: lonely, anxious, depressed, destructive, dependent – people who are glad when we have killed the time we are trying so hard to save.
(Fromm, 1980, p.15)
To the helpless man, suffering often has a perverse quality, seeming unjust and a monstrous permutation of chance. But there is an alternative view. When a person gazes at the night sky, a star they see may have died long ago, but its light left its home in eons past to meet them in their lifetime. In this universal view, time and space unite past and present, rather than divide them, and all we experience in life, even the tragedies and pain that we endure, are perfectly synchronized to facilitate our learning and spiritual growth. Our suffering is therefore orchestrated by God, who, for Frankl, is the “taskmaster”, whose intention is often unfathomable, but always benevolent. Grasping the “uniqueness and “singularity” (Frankl, 1986, p.55) of our lives, achieving a sense of how things have synchronized for us, helps us to actualize meaning and seize the moment – a vital thing to do, as…
If that opportunity is lost, they are irrevocably lost; the situational value remains forever unrealized. The man has missed out on it.
(Frankl, 1886, p.55)
Frankl is absolutely right that it is not having been able to act as one wished in the moment that is the cause of so much psychic distress. Nothing tortures the human soul
more than regret. However, life has a habit of giving us new opportunities to transcend
our past by how we choose to act in the present.
No man can ever know what life still holds in store for him, or what magnificent hour may still await him.
(Frankl, 1986, p.57)
Nothing tests our capacity to find meaning in life more than suffering and tragedy, but Frankl offers us conscience as a means of finding that elusive meaning that can seem impossible and irrelevant during life’s darkest moments.
So meaning must be found and cannot be given. And it must be found by oneself, by one’s own conscience. Conscience may be defined as a means to discover meanings, to “sniff them out,” as it were. In fact, conscience lets us arrive at the unique meaning gestalts dormant in all the unique situations that form a string called man’s life.
(Frankl, 2011, p.114)
Frankl, whose faith in a god, or indeed in anything, was sorely and bitterly tested, chose to see the universe in these terms. He records that he had to teach despairing men that:
…it did not really matter what we expected from life, but rather what life expected from us. We needed to stop asking about the meaning of life, and instead think of ourselves as those who were being questioned by life…Life ultimately means taking the responsibility to find the right answer to its problems and to fulfil the tasks which it constantly sets for each individual…These tasks, and therefore the meaning of life, differ from man to man, and from moment to moment.
(Frankl, 2008, p.85)
Responsibility is therefore fundamental to Frankl’s solution to the problem of life
meaning.
…each man is questioned by life; and he can only answer to life by answering for his own life; to life he can only respond by being responsible. Thus logotherapy sees in responsibleness the very essence of human existence.”
(Frankl, 2008, p.114)
It necessarily follows that a client experiencing a sense of emptiness, death anxiety or helplessness can be helped by examining the area of what their responsibilities are. Indeed, Yalom would have it that the “assumption of responsibility is a precondition of therapeutic change” (Yalom, 1980, p.226). Our responsibilities sometimes do need clarification as different pictures in our Quality Worlds can compete, so it is necessary to step back and ask the question “what is really important to me?” An encounter with death can even help to sharpen our focus on these areas and shift our consciousness.
Death acts as a catalyst that can move one from one state of being to a higher one: from a state of wondering about how things are to a state of wonderment that they are. An awareness of death shifts one away from the trivial preoccupations and provides life with depth and poignancy and an entirely different perspective.
(Yalom, 1980, pp.159-160)
Awareness of the finiteness of our existence does not, for Frankl, and for this author, mean that our efforts in life become pointless. Rather, they assume even greater significance. Why else would we experience regret, if it were not for the fact that our deeds have permanence and cannot be erased? Repentance is underrated these days. Our deeds are frozen in time, however lived penance can free us again and redeem the most sordid and despicable life.
…in repenting man may inwardly break with an act, and in living out this repentance - which is an inner event – he can outdo the outer event on a spiritual, moral plane.
(Frankl, 1986, p.109)
Frankl is right to affirm that all we do will be etched in the tablets of time.
Every one of us knows somehow that the content of his life is somewhere preserved and saved.
(Frankl, 1986, p.33)
…reality is rescued from extinction by becoming past
(Frankl, 1986, p.79)
And so the deeds of our life combine form an overall achievement and resemble a work of artifice. They constitute a man’s monument and are, as Frankl sees them, like a sculptural creation.
For man resembles a sculptor who chisels and hammers the unshaped stone so that the material takes on more and more form. Man works with the matter with which fate has
supplied him…the sculptor has a limited span of time at his disposal for completing his work of art – but that he is not informed when his deadline is. This he never knows when he is going to be “called away,” whether the summons may not come in the very next minute. He is therefore forced to use his time well- lest his work remain abortive.
(Frankl, 1986, p.66)
Thus, every person, whatever their activity in life, is a Michelangelo. We might consider the forty larger than life-size figures the sculptor planned for the tomb of Pope Julius II, a task so Herculean that it was, even at its conception, physically impossible. Michelangelo launched himself into the project with a fervour so great that Vasari believed that he was possessed with a furor divinus or ‘divine fury’. The unfinished, “abortive” results are perhaps all the more beautiful for their incompleteness, like the work of any person who has shown true dedication and commitment to something, or someone, that gave meaning to their life.
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Michelangelo, The Awakening Slave, 1519-20, marble, Galleria dell’Accademia Florence
Despite our courage and good intentions, the finality and perceived injustice of the death of a loved one can stop us in our tracks, but if we are able to move beyond the initial trauma, life can be seen differently. A state of gratitude is possible (it matters not to what, nor to whom) in which we appreciate and value all we have, however ephemeral - our family and our friends, our work, our thoughts and our dreams.3 These things only become more precious with the realization that Death’s cruel scythe will cut them own one day.
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Juan de Valdés Leal, In Ictu Oculi (In the Twinkling of an Eye), 1672, oil on canvas, Church of the Hermandad de la Caridad, Seville
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3 Well expressed by Yalom: “Ordinarily what we do have and what we can do slips out of awareness, diverted by thoughts of what we lack or what we cannot do, or dwarfed by petty concerns and threats to our prestige or our pride systems. By keeping death in mind, one passes into a state of gratitude, of appreciation for the countless givens of existence.” (Yalom, 1980, p.163)
Aside from more traumatic experiences, our daily lives are replete with reminders of what is really important and one approach the therapist can avail of is helping a person to identify these opportunities for learning and reflection.
…the therapist does not need to provide the experience; instead, the therapist needs merely to help the patient recognize that which is everywhere about him or her.
(Yalom, 1980, p.165)
Even the death of a character in a soap opera, if handled well, as is occasionally the case, can steer us to a more meditative and realistic orientation towards our mortality. In ages past, people paused more often to ponder the vanity of worldly things and the inevitability of their own demise. For example, paintings like Valdés Leal’s grisly hieroglyph of Death (p. 63) invited contemplation of the vanity of worldly things. In our consumer society, with its multiple distractions, obsession with youth and beauty and surgical solutions to the aging process, it is arguable that many people spend less time directly thinking about death. However, every time an avoidant strategy is followed, be it purchasing cosmetics, having a chemical peel, removing unwelcome hair (or restoring lost hair!), lurking in the background is our commonly held fear. The illusion that we can delay it all and ‘buy now pay later’ only works for so long and, sooner or later, we end up facing what we must. Life teaches us in the end.
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Caspar David Friedrich, The Stages of Life (Beach Scene in Wiek), 1834, oil in canvas, Museum der Bildenden Künste, Leipzig
When working with clients, a useful yardstick might be Yalom’s adage:
…death anxiety is inversely proportional to life satisfaction.
(Yalom, 1980, p.207)
The author thinks there is something in that.
A client might also find solace in the notion that some degree of suffering and existential anxiety is normal, as opposed to being a sign of mental instability.
A man’s concern, even his despair, over the worthwhileness of life is an existential distress, but by no means a mental disease.
(Frankl, 2008, p.108)
However, Frankl acknowledged that when severe neurotic symptoms become manifest a person could develop what he termed a ‘noögenic neurosis’. This author wholeheartedly agrees with Frankl that, as this is a form of spiritual sickness, it is not always appropriate in these instances for medications to be prescribed.
A doctor should not prescribe a tranquilizer cure for the despair of a man who is grappling with spiritual problems. Rather, with the tools of a “psychotherapy in spiritual terms” her will attempt to give the patient spiritual support, to provide him with some spiritual anchorage.
(Frankl, 1986, p.14)
The client’s struggle with existential issues is not a symptom for Frankl, but an “accomplishment” (Frankl, 1986, p.29). Exploration of these areas in therapy may itself be no easy ride, possibly even exacerbating unpleasant feelings.
It is not possible to plunge into the roots of one’s existential anxiety without, for a period of time, experiencing heightened anxiousness and depression.
(Yalom, 1980, p.206)
Consequently, it is important for the therapist to remember that people also have different thresholds in particular situations, a point made by Frankl who uses the grisly and evocative image of a gas chamber to make his point.
…a man’s suffering is similar to the behaviour of gas. If a certain quantity of gas is pumped into an empty chamber, it will fill the chamber completely and evenly, no matter how big the chamber. Thus suffering completely fills the human soul and conscious mind, no matter
whether the suffering is great or little. Therefore the “size” of human suffering is absolutely relative.
(Frankl, 2008, p.55)
Man has built a world of horrors. On a daily basis every person in the west must watch charity campaigns in which the heartbreaking and obscene spectacle of suffering children in impoverished parts of the world is paraded before them. What powerlessness we all feel and how quickly we need to snap out of our natural emotional response in order to get on with the day’s business, particularly when many charities have become corrupt, money-making corporations gambling obscene sums on the international financial markets. It could be said that disillusionment, despondency, depression and a crippling sense of impotence are entirely normal reactions to the unsettling conditions of modern life. And yet someone reacting in this normal way is often given a prescription for mind-altering brain drugs after one visit to their doctor. It is also more convenient to pacify and silence the mentally ill than to spend time listening to them and empowering them, a tendency that has been challenged by Glasser.4
In the last twenty years, my profession, psychiatry has changed. Psychiatrists, aided and abetted by huge drug companies with their advertising clout, will convince you that your unhappiness is a mental illness. If you suffer from some of the common symptoms of unhappiness like depression or anxiety…the psychiatrists…will diagnose you with a mental illness you do not have, treat you with possibly harmful brain drugs for this nonexistent illness and tell you there is nothing you can do to help yourself.
(Glasser, W. Psychiatry, Mental Illness and Brain Drugs or Why I wrote the Book, ‘Warning, Psychiatry Can Be Hazardous to you Mental Health’, article from the William Glasser Institute, p. 1)
Glasser makes a strong case for utilizing the concept of Total Behaviour to help someone to manipulate their feelings and physiology in a positive direction when battling a condition such as anxiety, depression or bi-polar disorder. Yet he concedes that psychiatric drugs sometimes have a role to play. They can kick start the system and affect one of the rear wheels of the car (Front wheels: Acting/Thinking, Rear Wheels: Feelings/Physiology), but it is desirable to switch to front wheel drive as soon as possible as any unnecessary reliance on medication has implications for a person’s autonomy. 
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4 Oliver James also argues persuasively that the prevailing view amongst psychiatrists that schizophrenia is caused primarily by a genetically determined chemical imbalance within the brain is not supported by empirical evidence. Especially compelling is his discussion of studies of genetically identical twins. All this has implications for treatment and the current emphasis on the use of anti-psychotic drugs to ‘correct’ this, often to the exclusion of other therapies. (James, 2003, pp. 23-31).

On the basis of the preceding discussion it is clear that one component of a person’s therapy might involve the counsellor endeavouring to normalize responses to stressful or traumatic life situations, viewing human existential suffering as a legitimate reaction of the organism to external conditions rather than as dysfunction of the organism, in terms of a chemical imbalance in the brain.
 6)
GIVING MEANING TO OUR LIVES: FREEDOM AND CHOICE
i) An awareness of self as organism[image: image47.jpg]



Michelangelo, Dying Slave, 1513-16, marble, Louvre, Paris
Michelangelo’s Dying Slave is a captivating image of liberated human sensuality, produced at a time when the human body was presented by the Church as a source of shame. It evokes the spiritual dimension to our sexual self and places the viewer in vicarious engagement with another being’s state of auto-erotic bliss, a condition of oneness with the self in which the most minute sensation is amplified into ecstasy. This beautiful sculpture reminds us that our bodies are incredibly sensitive instruments, providing us with important messages all the time, should we choose to tune in to our physical self.
We live in bodies. But our capacity for abstract thought can easily detach us from our physical self, its impulses and vital messages. Both Rogers and Glasser see client work as a process which entails assisting another human being to become more aware of their
whole self, incorporating into their consciousness in any given moment the totality of what they are experiencing, including bodily sensations, so that they are better empowered to make choices that result in their needs being met.
The first component is activity; when we think of behaviour, most of us think of activities like walking, talking, or eating. The second component of thinking; we are always thinking something. The third component is feeling; whenever we behave, we are always feeling something. The fourth component is our physiology; there is always some physiology associated with all we are doing, such as our heart pumping blood, our lungs breathing, and the neurochemistry associated with the functioning of our brain…Although all four components are always operating when you choose a total behaviour, you have direct control only over your actions and thoughts. You may argue: Sometimes I can’t seem to control what I am thinking about; I can’t get a repetitive thought out of my mind. I contend that you keep choosing to think that repetitive thought, miserable as it may be, because it gives you better control over some aspect of your life than any other thought you could choose at the time. This idea, that you always try to make the best choice at the time, is essential to understanding total behaviour.
(Glasser, 1999, pp.72-74)
In the following passage, Rogers presents his vision of the fully functioning person using terms and concepts that are very similar to those employed by Glasser, whose approach is often seen to differ from Person-Centred methods.
The person who is fully open to his experience would have access to all of the available data in the situation, on which to base his behaviour; the social demands, his own complex and possibly conflicting needs, his memories of similar situations, his perception of the uniqueness of this situation, etc. etc. The data would be complex indeed. But he could permit his total organism, his consciousness participating, to consider each stimulus, need and demand, its relative intensity and importance, and out of this complex weighing and balancing, discover that the course of action which would come closest to satisfying all his needs in the situation...He is more able to permit his total organism to function freely in all its complexity in selecting, from the multitude of possibilities, that behaviour which in this moment of time will be most generally and genuinely satisfying.
(Rogers, 1979, pp.190-191)
Both theorists seek to bring the client to a state of freedom through increased awareness of their whole organism. For Rogers, psychological health and freedom are possible for the client when he has “knowledge of his own feelings and impulses (Rogers, 1979, p.118) as in “our daily lives there are a thousand reasons for not letting ourselves experience our attitudes fully, reasons from our past and from the present” (Rogers, 1979, p.111). If these feelings do indeed correspond to “unknown elements of self” (Rogers, 1979, p.111) then they must become known if Glasser’s concept of Total Behaviour, with is reliance upon the control of thought and action in order to change

feeling and physiology, is to be used to optimum effect. Undesirable feelings may first need to have their life and be brought into being by a Person-Centred climate of acceptance and reciprocal congruence before the client can then choose how to move beyond them. Otherwise, the Total Behaviour system could be misused and result in unpleasant sensations such as depressive feelings being all too effectively circumvented, only to be stored away within the organism, their corrosive power only exacerbated by their removal from awareness. The repressed anger which, as Glasser himself postulates, engenders depressive states, might then do real physiological damage. Indeed, Frankl had this very concern about the diversionary procedures of exclusively cognitive behavioural approaches:
By diversion or narcotization he makes himself “ignore” what has happened – he no longer knows it. He tries to escape reality…But the act of looking at something does not create that thing; neither does the act of looking away annihilate it.
(Frankl, 1986, p.110)
Consistent suppression of intrinsically meaningful emotional impulses because of their unpleasurable tone ends in the killing of a person’s inner life.
(Frankl, 1986, p.111)
Miller is surely right when she asserts:
The more unrealistic such feelings are and the less they fit present reality, the more clearly they show that they are concerned with unremembered situations from the past that are still to be discovered.
(Miller, 2001, pp.72)
To the author this seems incontestable and there is undoubtedly tremendous benefit to be found by the person who can consign these feelings to their proper place in the past, in order that the present can be experienced as it is. Such a process of introspection involves giving meaning to past and present. Psychotherapy is not the venting of these feelings but the processing of them, and this means choosing freely what to do with them. We can usually accept suffering, as Frankl argues, when it has meaning. In the author’s opinion, this applies to the past as well as the present. When we can give meaning to our previous suffering, however terrible the abuse of our person, we can learn from it and transcend it. Then, and only then, is free choice possible in the moment.
Nevertheless, there is a distinction to be made between providing a facilitative climate in which feelings never before experienced can have their rightful life and constantly searching for echoes of present dynamics or problems in a client’s past, as if the solution necessarily lay there. For this reason, Glasser and Yalom highlight the importance of the present and of immediacy in the therapist’s approach.
The past – that is, one’s memory of the past – is important insofar as it is part of one’s current existence and has contributed to one’s current mode of facing one’s ultimate concerns; but it is, as I shall discuss later, not the most rewarding area for therapeutic exploration. The future-becoming present is the primary tense of existential therapy.
(Yalom, 1980, p.11)
I don’t believe it does any good to revisit the past in the hope of finding something there that corresponds to the present problem. I disagree with the usual psychiatric thinking that you can learn from past misery.
(Glasser, 1999, p.130)
A therapeutic approach to working with problems centering around life-meaning clearly needs to acknowledge the client’s past but must also home-in on the always happening present - the moment by moment process by which we all define ourselves.
ii) The conditions of modern life
Both Frankl and Fromm believe that modern man is confronted with specific conditions which contrive to create acute existential problems for the individual. In western democracies where people generally have a large degree of choice and personal freedom, it is left for each and every one of us to find our own meaning and sense of purpose.
No instinct tells him what he has to do, and no tradition tells him what he ought to do; sometimes he does not even know what he wishes to do. Instead, he either wishes to do what other people do (conformism) or he does what other people wish him to do (totalitarianism).
(Frankl, 2008, p.111)
Fromm explains that man’s liberation from domineering structures in modern, western, capitalist democracies has given him an unprecedented level of freedom and therefore responsibility in terms of choosing how he lives:
…we are proud that in his conduct of life man has become free from external authorities, which tell him what to do…We neglect the role of the anonymous authorities like public opinion and “common sense”, which are so powerful because of our profound readiness to conform to the expectations everybody has about ourselves and our equally profound fear of being different…we have to gain a new kind of freedom, one which enables us to realize our own individual self; to have faith in this self and in life.
(Fromm, 2004, p.91)
The concrete relationship of one individual to another has lost its direct and human character and has assumed a spirit of manipulation and instrumentality.
(Fromm, 2004, p.102)
But perhaps the most important and the most devastating instance of this of this spirit of instrumentality and alienation is the individual’s relationship to his own self. Man does not only sell commodities, he sells himself and feels himself to be a commodity…As with any other commodity, it is the market which decides the value of these human qualities, yes, even their very existence. If there is no use for the qualities a person offers, he has none; just as an unsaleable commodity is valueless…
(Fromm, 2004, p.103)
However, freedom of this kind carried with it the isolation of choosing for oneself and, freed from the shelter and control of the external authorities of church and state, man found himself alone once more. Adam and Eve we all became. In a world of temptations and hitherto unknown multiplicity of choice, each person becomes responsible for their acts and omissions, for the fruit that they eat. It is often easier to ignore the consequences of our actions or blame an ‘Eve’ figure for what is truly ours. It is always difficult to accept that what we each of us choose to do affects the fate of the world as well as our own spiritual destiny.
Abandoned to find his own meaning, modern man unconsciously and blindly surrenders to myriad authorities and institutions, which gladly assume dominion over him.
The automatization of the individual I modern society has increased the helplessness and insecurity of the average individual. Thus, he is ready to submit to new authorities which offer him security and relief from doubt.
(Fromm, 2004 p.176)
When this happens, the individual is swallowed into the collective and the dissolution of ego boundaries can make this surrender and accompanying feeling of ‘belonging’ as intoxicating as the permeation of these boundaries when we fall in love. Frankl has much to say on this point, seeing the relationship between individual and community as positive and mutually beneficial, and to be understood as distinct from the thoughtless abdication of responsibility which attends the dissolution of the self into the “mass”.
If the relationship of the individual to the community may be compared with that of a tessera to a whole mosaic, then the relationship of the individual to the mass be equated with that of a standardized paving-stone to uniform gray pavement: every stone is cut to the same size and shape and may be replaced by another; none has qualitative importance for the whole. And the pavement itself is not really an integral whole, merely a magnitude. The uniform pavement also does not have the aesthetic value of a mosaic it possesses only utilitarian value – just as the mass submerges the dignity and value of men and extracts only their utility.
(Frankl, 1986, pp.70-71)
In terms of multi-cultural counselling, when applying Logotherapy in different cultural contexts, for example in situations where individual choice is conceived in terms of choice for the community or where self-concept is closely linked with cultural norms and values, the therapist can help a person to find their place and value within the beautiful, complex and intricate mosaic that is their religious or cultural world.

Christ Pantocrator, 6th century, mosaic, Church
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San Apollinare Nuovo, Ravenna
In more recent times, the almost total collapse of community, exemplified by Margaret Thatcher’s declaration “there is no such thing as society”, has resulted from a desertion of the individual by the state and generations of people in the west are disempowered as never before, bereft of the support that once existed in the most impoverished quarters of society.
In one word, capitalism not only freed man from traditional bonds, but it also contributed tremendously to the increase of positive freedom, to the growth of an active, critical, responsible self…at the same time it made the individual more alone and isolated and imbued him with a feeling of powerlessness.
(Fromm, 2004, p.93)
Like Fromm, Frankl observed in the condition of modern man a pervasive sense of hopelessness and despair, which he identified with a frustrated ‘will to meaning’. Rather prophetically, he believed this was becoming symptomatic of western culture.
Today the will to meaning is often frustrated. In logotherapy one speaks of existential frustration. We psychiatrists are confronted more than ever before with patients who are complaining of a feeling of futility that at present plays at least as important a role as did the feeling of inferiority in Alfred Adler’s time.
(Frankl, 2011, p. 93)
The only way out of this unsatisfying condition or “existential vacuum” was, for Frankl, for people to realise, and then utilise, their capacity to create meaning for themselves. This is no easy task in world which where almost all objects with which man interacts are given a set of associated and culturally sanctioned meanings by a marketing and advertising industry that operates to serve financial imperatives rather than human happiness. These competing values have saturated our culture, and have such potential to confuse people’s minds, that choosing has become to a large extent trivialized and reduced to a series of empty commercial transactions.
Now, knowing neither what he must do nor what he should do, he sometimes does not even know what he basically wishes to do. Instead, he wishes to do what other people do- which is conformism – or he does what other people wish him to so – which is totalitarianism.
(Frankl, 2011, p. 94)
Indeed, in today’s world we tend to confuse ourselves with what we possess and our identity has become based to a much lesser extent on who we are inside.
”He” as a person and the property he owned could not be separated. A man’s clothes or his house were parts of his self just as much as his body. The less he felt he was being somebody the more he needed to have possessions. If the individual had no property or lost it, he was lacking an important part of his “self” and to a certain extent was not considered to be a full-fledged person, either by others or by himself.
(Fromm, 2004, p.104)

Moretto di Brescia. Portraitof a Young Man, 1540-5, oil in canvas, National Gallery, London
Not only have we come to experience ourselves in these terms, mindfulness of our being has become an art that must be learned rather than spontaneously experienced.
In the having mode of existence my relationship to the world is one of possessing and owning, one in which I want to make everybody and everything, including myself, my property…In the being mode of existence, we must identify two forms of being. One is on contrast to having…aliveness and authentic relatedness to the world. The other form…refers to the true nature, the true reality of a person…
(Fromm, 1980, p.33)
During riots in London in 2011, it was most revealing that all the young people could think to do was grab designer leisure wear and electronic equipment, empty status
symbols that have gained a currency and prestige that compensates for low self-esteem,
defined here, following Humphreys, as a lack of perception of one’s intrinsic worth.
…[advertising and political propaganda] flatter the individual by making him appear important, and by pretending that they appeal to his critical judgment, to his sense of discrimination. But these pretences are essentially a method to dull the individual’s suspicions and to help him fool himself as to the individual character of his decision.
(Fromm, 2004, p.112)
But this refusal to step into line, however poorly expressed and destructive, was surely also connected in some way with meaninglessness or hopelessness. There is evidence around the world that many people are rejecting the capitalist model, as currently regulated, and demanding a world that is not only just but which has a sense of purpose. The human spirit will not settle for a life as mere automaton.
All he can do is fall in step like a marching soldier or a worker on the endless belt. He can act; but the sense of independence, significance, has gone.
(Fromm, 2004, p.113)
With so many external conditions conspiring to interfere with modern man’s autonomy, freedom and potential to choose, what remedy is there for the individual looking for meaning and trying to choose a new path in life?
iii) The problem of choice and the present moment
Man constantly makes his choice concerning the mass of present potentialities; which of these will be condemned to nonbeing and which will be actualized? Which choice will be made an actuality once and forever, an immortal “footprint in the sands of time?” At any moment, man must decide, for better or for worse, what will be the monument of his existence”
(Frankl, 2008, p.124)
Often, choice will involve renunciation of some sort and one great benefit of the therapeutic space is that it affords the individual the opportunity for careful weighing up of the pros and cons of a particular decision. As Yalom affirms:
For every yes there must be a no. To decide one thing means to relinquish something else.
(Yalom, 1980, p.318)
When a person becomes clear about the implications of change, a decision can sometimes be made easier. However, moving outside established patterns of behaviour, particularly when some of the person’s needs have been met by that conduct previously, frequently demands change of a more fundamental kind – the letting go of parts of the self.
…as we negotiate the curves and corners of our lives, we must continually give up parts of ourselves.
(Peck, 1990, p.69)
If the therapist can resist attempts by the client to manipulate them into piloting their decisions (in the Choice Theory model Glasser insists that when advice is given the person is still free, but more than one option should always be provided, see Glasser, 1999, p.115 and p.130) this can help to bring about awareness of the fact that the person alone is responsible for a choice. This can break a pattern that may be present in the individual’s life where others step in and fill the vacuum with directive instruction and prompt the realization that “decision is a lonely act, and it is our own act; no one can decide for us.” (Yalom, 1980, p.319). Therapy can also help by increasing awareness of the unconscious factors that may be functioning as obstacles to free choice by bringing them into the frame (Yalom, 1980, p.336) and hence the client’s sphere of control.
Frankl argues that it is only through conscious choice that we are able to actualize “potential meaning” (2008, p.115) and this is only possible by engagement with the world.
…the true meaning of life is to be discovered in the world rather than within man or his own psyche…
(Frankl, 2008, p.115)
This is all fine as theory, but often people believe that they have no real choices available to them. Many of the conditions of their lives might indeed be beyond the sphere of their control. However, Frankl refuses to sees such obstacles as impediments.
Certainly man is free, but he is not floating freely in airless space. He is always surrounded by a host of restrictions. These restrictions, however, are the jumping-off points for his freedom.
(Frankl, 1986, p.75)
This is the appeal of his conclusions as they are based on the study of people seemingly with no power at all over their own destiny, but who somehow managed to secure a sense of meaning and make choices in order to achieve this. How people act in the moment emerges as of crucial importance for it is in the ‘now’ that meaning is often seized.
For Frankl, “…there were always choices to make” (Frankl, 2008, p.75) and he warns against retreat from the position in which life has placed us. Frankl seems not to place much value on monastic withdrawal, asceticism or the pursuit of transcendent consciousness and sees life’s challenges as centering around how man chooses to live in the world, speaking instead of the “self-transcendence of human existence” (Frankl, 2008, p.115). He does, though, speak of the comfort given by spiritual life in the camps and clearly places great value on the individual’s inner, spiritual life:
They were able to retreat from their terrible surroundings to a life of inner riches and spiritual freedom.
(Frankl, 2008, p.47)
Frankl clearly believes that our ability to rise above suffering when confronting material conditions has a spiritual dimension, one that involves a choice to transcend circumstance.
Man can preserve a vestige of spiritual freedom, of independence of mind, even in such terrible conditions of psychic and physical stress.
(Frankl, 2008, p.74)
He also describes how the prisoners treasured sunsets and found solace in the sheer magnificence of the world, natural beauty that could not be concealed from them by their tormentors. They could still be touched by the sublime, as can any client be.
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Frankl knew that the appreciation of natural beauty has a spiritual dimension which enriches the life of man. To be able to surrender to these experiences when they are presented for us is, for Frankl, and this author, not just a joy, but a responsibility.
Man can be obligated to experience joy. In this sense a person sitting in a streetcar who has the opportunity to watch a wonderful sunset, or to breathe in the rich scent of flowering acacias, and who instead goes on reading his newspaper, could at such times be accused of being negligent towards his obligations.
(Frankl, 1986, p.45)
Frankl details the small choices that the prisoners were still able to make, despite their confinement, such as eating their whole crust of bread to abate their hunger or saving a piece for later. The tone of his writing even lifts when he reminisces about little jokes that kept the men’s spirits alive and how, in laughter, the pain was momentarily eclipsed and thus made bearable.
It is well known that humour, more than anything else in the human make-up, can afford an aloofness and an ability to rise above any situation, even if only for a few seconds.
(Frankl, 2008, p.54)
So uncertain were the implications of a decision to join a work detail or get on a truck that the decision became, in the end, insignificant as the men resigned themselves to fate. Frankl shows us that we are constantly making small choices which determine how well we deal with what fate dishes out to us. Everything that Glasser intends us to understand about how we can empower ourselves through the concept of Total Behaviour is encapsulated in the following incontestable truth.
…everything can be taken from a man but one thing: the last of the human freedoms – to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose one’s own way.
(Frankl, 2008, p.75)
When we cannot improve our current situation or indeed choose to stay in our difficult relationships, families or other commitments, Frankl offers reassurance in terms of our capacity to adopt whichever attitude we choose.
But there is also a purpose in that life which is almost barren of both creation and enjoyment and which admits of but one possibility of high moral behaviour: namely in man’s attitude to his existence, an existence restricted by external forces…If there is a meaning in life at all, then there must be a meaning in suffering.
(Frankl, 2008, p.76)
This means harnessing what Frankl calls “attitudinal values” to create meaning (Frankl, 1986, p.44). This sort of meaning is known by the carer, by the mother who will not desert her mentally-ill daughter, by the father who stays in his crappy job so he can feed his family, by the bereaved person left behind – it is the precious gift of the faithful and the steadfast to themselves, and to those they love.
iv) The past, the will and free choice
In Frankl’s system the past has a special kind of value, preserving forever the actions of man and giving meaning to the choices he makes in the present. But how we make choices is always influenced by our past experiences, so much so that they sometimes seem to overwhelm the will. Like Frankl and Yalom, Glasser places great emphasis on choosing in the present, but focuses on the client’s relationships.
There is no need to probe at length for the problem. It is always a present unsatisfying relationship.
(Glasser, 1999, p.116)
In fact, he suggests that it is the therapist’s job to “ferret out this present problem”
(1999, p. 231) and further contends:
The past, be it abuse, neglect, or rejection, is not the problem…all present problems are relationship problems. We all need a satisfying present relationship with someone we can trust.
(Glasser, 1999, p.221)
Glasser therefore argues that dwelling on the past can be harmful and disempowering for a client:
I disagree with the usual psychiatric thinking that you can learn from past misery. When
you focus on the past, all you are doing is revisiting the misery...
(Glasser, 1999, p.130)
The author has suggested that kindness, caring and love are vital to successful therapeutic intervention and constitute key components of the counselling relationship. In this regard it is important to consider Glasser’s words:
It is no kindness to treat unhappy people as helpless, hopeless, or inadequate, no matter what has happened to them. Kindness is having faith in the truth and that people can handle it and use it for their benefit. True compassion is helping people help themselves.
(Glasser, 1999, p.158)
Glasser clearly believes that by realizing and exercising our power of choice we can be free. This includes becoming free from our past. His approach is therefore entirely in opposition to the view of Alice Miller who maintains that the will itself, whether this be a ‘will to meaning’, ‘will to power’ or a previously ‘dormant will’ activated by insight into one’s existential responsibility (Yalom, 1980, p.333), is not strong enough to triumph over the stifling clutches of the past.
We cannot, simply by an act of will, free ourselves from repeating the patterns of our parents’ behaviour – which we had to learn very early in life. We become free of them only when we can fully feel and acknowledge the suffering they inflicted on us. We can then become fully aware of these patterns and condemn them unequivocally.
(Miller, 2001, p.84)
Glasser assumes that the person is always free, irrespective of what has happened. This is potentially an extremely empowering concept and a realization of this kind might indeed be enough to catapult a person into a hitherto unknown condition of conscious freedom. For some, this intellectual leap might occur simply through a cerebral understanding of Glasser’s concept of Total Behaviour. But Miller’s comments about relationship dynamics and how we can repeat patterns of behaviour unwittingly, whatever out conscious intention, hold true. Glasser’s sweeping dismissal of the past is, indeed, a feature of Reality Therapy which Corey sees as problematic.
One of the main limitations of reality therapy is that it does not give adequate emphasis to the role of these aspects of the counselling process: the unconscious, the therapeutic value of dreams, and the place of transference. Because reality therapy focuses almost exclusively on consciousness, it does not take into account factors such as repressed conflicts and the power of the unconscious in influencing how we think, feel, behave and choose.
(Corey, 2001, p.247)
Miller describes a very different process of healing:
The paradise of preambivalent harmony, for which so many patients hope, is unattainable. But the experience of one’s own truth, and the postambivalent knowledge of it, make it possible to return to one’s own world of feelings at an adult level – without paradise, but with the ability to mourn. And this ability, indeed, does give us back our vitality.
(Miller, 2001, p.16)
Miller’s emphasis on ‘grieving’ or ‘mourning’ is of great significance. For some people this is a necessary path to healing, especially when a feeling has never been felt before.
…a child can experience her feelings only when there is somebody there who accepts her fully, understands her and supports her. If that person is missing, if the child must risk losing the mother’s love or the love of her substitute in order to feel, then she will repress her emotions. She cannot even experience them secretly, ‘just for herself’; she will fail to experience them at all.
(Miller, 2001, p.11)
Like Miller, Yalom links this inability to feel with the inability to will, choose and act (Yalom, 1980, p.304). But what is true for one is not true for all. It is for this reason that Yalom wisely recommends inventing a therapy for each client.5
At its very core, the flow of therapy should be spontaneous, forever following unanticipated riverbeds…the therapist must strive to create a new therapy for each patient.
(Yalom, 2010, p.34)
Whilst observing this shortcoming in Reality Therapy, it is important to note that Rogers speculated that more obviously cognitive methods worked in a different way:
I would hazard a guess that perhaps therapeutic approaches which place great stress on the cognitive and little on the emotional aspects of experience may set in motion an entirely different process of change.
(Rogers, 1979, p.155)
However, the author would maintain that there is actually a strong cognitive element to Person-Centred therapy, especially in its later stages, which Rogers delineated:
Another trend which is evident in this process of becoming a person relates to the source or locus of choices and decisions…Less and less does he look to others for approval or disapproval; for standards to love by; for decisions and choices. He recognizes that it rests within himself to choose; that the question which matters is, “Am I living in a way which is deeply satisfying to me, and which truly expresses me?” This is perhaps the most important question for the creative individual.
(Rogers, 1979, p.119)
To the extent that this person is open to all of his experience, he has access to all of the available data in the situation, on which to base his behaviour. He has knowledge of his own feelings and impulses, which are often complex and contradictory. He is freely able to sense the social demands…He has access to his memories of similar situations, and the consequences of different behaviours in those situations. He has a relatively accurate perception of this external situation in all of its complexity. He is better able to permit his total organism, his conscious thought participating, to consider, weigh and balance each stimulus, need, and demand, and its relative weight and intensity. Out of this complex weighing and balancing he is able to discover that course of action which seems to come closest to satisfying all his needs in the situation, long-range as well as immediate needs.
(Rogers, 1979, p.118)
What is described here as a way of choosing in a given situation is nothing other than a complex process of cognition, which incorporates everything that a person is sensing at a particular moment, reflective thoughts about the past and projected future possibilities.

5 See also Glasser’s comments: “Each client is different, and I have to figure out how to tailor what I say so that it best serves the client.” (Glasser, 1999, p.116)
It is a way of being in the moment fully, present as oneself, able to draw on experience and to consider what could be, without becoming overwhelmed by thoughts of the past or the future. It is also a state of true freedom, one that entails complete responsibility for choice.
There is another crucial aspect to the client’s examination of their past, which is articulated very well by Yalom.
One of the tasks of the therapist is to increase the patient’s sense of certainty and mastery. It is a matter of not small importance that one be able to explain and order the events in our lives into some coherent and predictable pattern. To name something, to locate its place in a causal sequence, is to begin to experience it as under our control.
(Yalom, 1980, pp.189-190)
In this process, it is not ‘grieving’ or purging of emotion, as Miller describes above, which is healing and empowering but the person’s developing sense of mastery over their experience, achieved through understanding, on an intellectual level, what has happened to them. So much emphasis is placed on the role of feeling in the therapeutic encounter that this more analytical mode of working through experience can be dismissed or sidelined. But the client is also an intellectual being, whatever the level of their education, and to love someone is to seek to nurture all aspects of their being. To promote intellectual development is seen by some as elitist. What nonsense! Vocabulary and language help us to think, to solve problems and to understand ourselves. A client may or may not seek guidance from a therapist about developing their abilities in these areas, but knowledge should be shared generously for we lose nothing in doing so. There can only be gain and growth. Another strength in Frankl’s Logotherapy is that it acknowledges and integrates this intellectual dimension to man’s struggle.
It is the prerogative of man to quest for a meaning to his life, and also to question whether such a meaning exists. This quest is a manifestation of intellectual sincerity and honesty.
(Frankl, 2011, p. 134)
However, the therapist should also be careful not to alienate a client through their sophisticated expression and pitch things at the right level for them.
If we want to be heard we must speak in language the listener can understand and on a level at which the listener is capable of operating. If we are to love we must extend ourselves to adjust our communication to the capacities of our beloved.
(Scott Peck, 1990, p.165)
Our intellectual self is important to how we learn from the past and shape our future. It also allows us to tolerate and transcend difficult conditions in the present. It can be argued that Frankl’s intellect saved him. He was able to mentally manipulate his experience and re-present it to himself, to escape into well-formulated fantasies and clever perspectives. He even speaks of having to teach a fellow inmate a sense of humour. Could it be that survival is also an art, which can be learned, just as we have to learn how to love? And is it the same with freedom? Glasser describes having to teach people his Choice Theory as though the realization of freedom must, in part, take place on an intellectual level.
Glasser’s conviction that, to an extent, we choose our feelings as part of a Total Behaviour is entirely compatible with certain tenets of existential philosophy. Here, Sartre makes a very similar claim and could almost be outlining how Choice Theory works in terms of Total Behaviour.
But take a mode of being which concerns only myself: I am sad. One might think surely that I am the sadness in the mode of being what I am. What is the sadness, however, if not the intentional unity which comes to reassemble and animate the totality of my conduct? It is the meaning of this dull look with which I view the world, of my bowed shoulders, of my lowered head, of the listlessness in my whole body. But at the moment when I adopt each of these attitudes, do I not know that I shall not be able to hold on to it? Let a stranger suddenly appear and I will lift up my head, I will assume a lively cheerfulness. What will remain of my sadness except that I obligingly promise it an appointment for later after the departure of the visitor.
(From Sartre’s Existentialism in Kauffmann, 1975, p.316)
Although it is not always the case that we can ‘snap ourselves out of it’, there is undeniably great truth in the proposal that we are often responsible for our condition in life, that we create our own predicament to a certain extent, and that we can only move beyond our situation by assuming responsibility for it, even if this is just in part.
The therapist must continually operate within the frame of reference that a patient has created his or her own distress. It is not chance, or bad luck or bad genes, that has caused a patient to be lonely, isolated, chronically abused, or insomniac. The therapist must determine what role a particular patient plays in his or her own dilemma, and find ways to communicate this insight to the patient.
(Yalom, 1980, p.231)
How things have turned out for a particular person is invariably due to circumstances both within and beyond their control. Yalom is surely correct when he suggests that the client has the power to change the course of their life by focussing on what is within the limits of their influence. However, the tone of his comments sometimes betrays a view
of the client’s world and of their responsibility which is perhaps too intensely informed by atheist existentialist ideas of man’s terrible isolation.
The therapist helps the patient realize that not only is the individual responsible for his situation but that only he is responsible. The corollary of this realization is that the individual is also solely responsible for the transmutation of his or her world.
(Yalom, 1980, p.292)
On the contrary, an effective therapeutic approach might, in addition to including a positive asset search of the client’s personal strengths and capacities that might be harnessed to engender change, also include an inventory of resources and support they can make use of, and thereby seek to catalyse change within the context of the person’s wider network of relationships. The extent to which the therapist views the individual as “alone against the world” seems of crucial importance here. Were one to psychoanalyse the atheist existentialist perspective, one might be tempted to conclude that it is the product of men who spent an awful lot of time alone, buried in dusty books thinking about existence, arriving at unnecessarily bleak conclusions extrapolated from their own solitary circumstance, which they would, almost vengefully, impose upon all mankind. Their concepts are useful, but they are not law. For example, applied mercilessly as part of a therapeutic approach they could encourage a person to assume too much responsibility. This author follows an approach based on Frankl’s idea of “education to responsibility” (Frankl, 2011, p.120) but this must always be proportionate and appropriate responsibility. The existentialists, and Glasser, do have something useful to say about inaction and procrastination though. It is often illuminating to discover that we have, by not acting, in fact chosen not to act and are thereby, to an extent, architect of our own misfortunes.
The therapist focuses on the decision that the patient makes to fail, to procrastinate, to withdraw from others, to avoid closeness, or even to be passive, depressed or anxious…Obviously these decisions were never consciously made; the therapist assumes that, since individuals are responsible for their behaviour, each must have “chosen” to be as he or she is.
(Yalom, 1980, p.315)
v) The burden of responsibility
However, such a burden of responsibility should not be placed upon the shoulders of a vulnerable person who is not yet ready to assume it. It is easy to envisage a therapist acting on the basis of existentialist premises in a manner that is uncaring and wholly inappropriate. This is the appeal of Rogers’ method, in which responsibility is assumed naturally as part of an organic process of growth. In addition, any counsellor must recognize that the therapeutic process itself may not be enough to enable a client to make changes in their life that would make them happier or decrease their suffering. A person may be trapped by circumstance, for example community bonds or relationships and duties that they either cannot, or do not wish to, extricate themself from. But, even then, a client could be helped to give meaning to their suffering by altering the attitude they adopt, as Frankl recommends in his discussion of “tragic optimism” where a person can exercise their “capacity to creatively turn life’s negative aspects into something positive or constructive” (2008, p.139). There is a strong impression in Frankl that we should endeavour to transcend our circumstance, not our nature. The atheist existentialist supposition that man has no nature does not hold water, especially in light of the findings of genetic science.
Whilst reframing experience via reflection and reorganizing of experience can help us to give meaning to our life and our sufferings, finding purpose can also be a matter of skills that can be acquired through practice and application. We need only look in the right place and reconfigure experience to create a reality that is rich in meaning and potential fulfilment, as Alex Pattakos explains:
We don’t create meaning; we find it. And we can’t find it if we don’t look for it. Meaning comes to us in all shapes and sizes. Sometimes it looms big in our lives; sometimes it slips in almost unobserved. Sometimes we miss a meaningful moment entirely until days, months, or even years go by and then suddenly something that once seemed insignificant becomes a pivotal, life-changing moment. Sometimes, too, it is the collective meaning of many moments that finally catches our mind’s eye; as if we weave together a living quilt from patches of moments that, by themselves, would have passed by unnoticed.
(Pattakos, 2004, p.81)
There is broad consensus amongst theorists that a client experiencing a crisis of meaning can be helped to view their life differently and understand their power of thought and choice. Rather than remaining disillusioned by a lack of perceived
meaning, or a seemingly indifferent universe, the person can come to understand that it is they who give meaning to life.
7) SPONTANEITY AND CREATIVITY 


Géricault, Portrait of an Artist in his Studio, 1820, oil on canvas, Musée du Louvre, Paris
Fromm offers a solution to the crisis in which modern man finds himself in the individual rekindling his lost spontaneity, a capacity that arises from integration.
One premise for this spontaneity is the acceptance of the total personality and the elimination of the split between “reason” and “nature”; for only if man does not repress essential parts of his self, only if he has become transparent to himself, and only if the different spheres of life have reached a fundamental integration, is spontaneous activity possible.
(Fromm, 2004, p.223)
For Fromm, the artist is a rare figure in modern society who both explores and realizes his spontaneity. He makes it his business to give form to his unique perceptions, feelings and impulses. It is for this reason that creative activity might be a beneficial tool for working with a client struggling with self-doubt as it gives value to their true self, deeming it worthy of artistic representation. Certain forms of abstract or improvised art open the door to spontaneous expression by recording and thereby giving meaning to every movement sparked by what is happening in the person. Their sense of themself as an unfolding and a be-ing can be enhanced by such activity. This type of free and expressive art is also good for people who are insecure about “not being able to draw” or who doubt their creativity as it looks like something that anyone can do - for the simple reason that it is! After all, all children can draw, can they not? I remember teaching art to a sixth-form student who was no nervous that his hand trembled. When speaking, his voice quaked and stammered, and he hid himself beneath sombre, heavy clothing which gave him a mysterious and even slightly scary air. Fundamentally, he lacked confidence, and was convinced he was “rubbish” at art. I did not even think about what I did next. I threw the biggest sheet of paper I could find on the floor, got a few primary colours together, gave him a brush and a brief outline of Jackson Pollock and how he let his feelings flow and drip onto the canvas, plus the idea that nothing could be a mistake in this type of art, and left him. I did something else, something that some people might deem unprofessional - I swore.
If paint flicks on the floor and splashes everywhere…I don’t give a fuck. You just do whatever feels right.
The swearing served a purpose – it was to show that rules didn’t apply here and to encourage rebellion in him, something not normally in need of inducement in teenagers. I deliberately removed myself from his area so that my presence did not stifle his endeavours. From the other end of the room I occasionally glimpsed him working out of the corner of my eye and saw his movements gradually become more flowing, more purposeful, more assured. When he had stopped, I went over and gently said to him, “wow…what do you think of it?” He said he liked it.
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Jackson Pollock at work                             
Jackson Pollock, Number 1, 1950 (Lavender Mist), oil on canvas, National Gallery of Art, Washington
We put it next to the Pollock – it looked just as good and in my view was worthy of a gallery wall, as is any artwork that is the product of true sincerity. In the weeks that followed, this young man became much more confident, and his art became witty and full of interesting ideas - more conceptual than relying on technical skill. He was not the most gifted draughtsman - we both knew that - but he was playing to his strengths and I noticed that in conversation a biting wit and mischievous humour became characteristic of him. His real self was actualizing and all could see what a charming, intelligent, creative and sensitive young man he was. I am not so egotistical as to assume that this was all my doing but I was privileged to play a small part in his growth. To be able to act spontaneously is to be free to be oneself, and conversely:

The inability to act spontaneously, to express what one genuinely feels and thinks, and the resulting necessity to present a pseudo-self to the world, are the root of the feeling of inferiority and weakness. 

(Fromm, 2004, p.225)
There is something else that happens when we make things. Our concentration becomes uniquely trance-like, different to any other human activity. In this state, when spontaneity can happen, we become aware of something flowing through us; it is if another force moves our hand. We feel the flow of the underground stream and sense the presence of God.   

You are seeking to forge a creative alliance, artist-to-artist with the Great Creator.

(Cameron, 1995, p.2)
As Frankl observed:

…in his creative work the artist is dependent on sources and resources deriving from the spiritual unconscious. 

(Frankl, 2011, p. 43)
Being in touch with our creativity filters through to all aspects of our lives. It means being more fully oneself through the actualization of one’s generative abilities and through the manifestation of all parts of our being. Our creativity allows us to access our unconscious motivations and ideas, a bit like our dreams. Creative activity of any sort within the therapeutic setting and encouragement of similar endeavour in the client’s life can thus be powerful interventions, especially when a person is feeling the debilitating pressure of the ‘existential vacuum’, which “...manifests itself mainly in a state of boredom” (Frankl, 2008, p.111).

Many of us sense we are more creative, but unable to effectively tap that creativity. Our dreams elude us. Our lives feel somehow flat. Often we have great ideas, wonderful dreams, but are unable to actualize them for ourselves. Sometimes we have specific creative longings we would love to be able to fulfil - learning to play the piano, painting, taking an acting class, or writing. Sometimes our goal is more diffuse. We hunger for what might be called creative living – an expended sense of our creativity in our business lives, in sharing with our children our spouse, our friends.
(Cameron, 1995, p.5)
Cameron’s account of inspiration and artistic activity in terms of a spiritual relationship to God contains extremely useful insights about guilt as a block to creativity and progress in people’s lives.

We come to recognize that God is unlimited in supply and that everyone has equal access. This begins to clear up guilt about having or getting too much.
(Cameron, 1995, p.92)
When we realize the creative potential within us, we acknowledge the same possibilities in other people. Envious criticism of our artistic efforts can likewise be resisted for its origin is laid bare – a defence mechanism masking the extent to which another person has given up on these aspects of the self.

Unfortunately, our dislocation from our creative impulses, once as spontaneous as a heartbeat, is a harm done to us as children when we were first forced to learn by regiment… 

“two ones are two

two twos are four…”

And so learning became a meaningless chant, often sung with no conceptual understanding of the quantities being described. You have to know that stuff. It’s useful. But we sang that song too soon, when our little hands and inquisitive eyes wanted to lead us somewhere else - to the drop of rain trickling down the window pane and the chirpy little robin with crimson breast who had perched for a moment upon the ledge to say hello. As Maria Montessori stated many years ago:

We cannot know the consequences of suppressing a child’s spontaneity when he is just beginning to be active. We may even suffocate life itself. That humanity which is revealed in all its intellectual splendour during the sweet and tender age of childhood should be respected with a kind of religious veneration. It is like the sun which appears at dawn or a flower just beginning to bloom.
(Montessori, 1992, p.52)

When the truth is so obvious and self-evident, it is not only perverse, but wicked, that to this day such insights do not guide many of those in charge of the education of children who must sit still in their chairs, or else!
 When we see adults who still have this natural curiosity fully alive within themselves we are in awe. A great example is the natural scientist David Attenborough. His infectious enthusiasm for the natural world is so compelling that we find ourselves spellbound by his soothing, velvety voice, which announces the real nature of his activity – for he is in love with the world. To learn about and care for is to love, be it plant or person. People like Sir David call us back to the lost world of our own childhood and hold up a torch illuminating the path to rediscovering what was stilled within us. They unveil the Great Deception for they show us that we are actually still in Eden, indeed that we never left, and that we need only love the world and all living beings to find ourselves once more in paradise.
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Giotto di Bondone, St Francis of Assisi Preaching to the Birds, 1295-1300, fresco, Upper Church, Assisi

Is it not possible for us all to arrive at a state where:
The staid monotony of existence, that adult malaise vanishes and questions of childhood resurface [?].

(The comedian Robin Ince, writing about the scientist Richard Feynman who died of cancer in 1988, aged just 69. Source: http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/science-environment-11299244)

Creativity not only enriches our lives by satisfying our child-like curiosities and energies, it opens the door to our spontaneous being. When this capacity is actualized it places man in his rightful place and in his true orientation to the cosmos as a supremely conscious being, to whom it has been given the task of deciphering the mysteries of the universe, and of himself. For this reason, this author maintains that creative expression and spontaneous thought in the counsellor form a crucial part of therapeutic intervention as they invite, and call into being, the same processes in the client.

CONCLUSION
In this author’s limited professional experience, Yalom’s adage that “it’s the relationship that heals” holds true for counselling, just as it does for all human relationships and indeed for any loving relationship with a living thing. The therapeutic relationship itself therefore has primacy in this writer’s approach to the counselling process. This essay has explored how this relationship might be said to promote healing and personal growth and has sought to elucidate how differences in the approaches of leading theorists who have contributed to our understanding of the therapeutic process might be reconciled and harmonized as party of a reflexive and adaptive method of counselling. As a lover of books and a believer in the transformative power of ideas, this author finds that every new text or helpful thought that he encounters becomes ‘grist for the mill’, to borrow a phrase from that old sage Yalom. Moreover, each client teaches the author something of life itself, of what can be possible in human experience. The reader has been invited to share an exploration of Frankl’s thought as well as concepts such as Rogers’ ‘core conditions’, spirituality, freedom and choice and also to consider a proposed understanding of love as an altruistic nurturing of the growth of another person. 

As problems with life meaning can lurk behind many of the presenting problems a client could bring to a first therapy session, often disguised by other behaviours and defensive strategies, the author endeavours to be tuned in, to make sure he has his life meaning/existential antennae on. Activating a dormant ‘will to meaning’, as Frankl recommends, might be a therapeutic goal for some clients and Glasser’s concept of a quality world dovetails nicely with this aim of exploring motivation and values. There is obvious value in helping a client to reframe unavoidable suffering as well as figure out what can be done about a negative situation. Glasser’s more directive approach to ‘framing options’ can be a blessing to some people – we all get lost in the fog of our own lives and it’s hard to see the wood for the trees sometimes. It can be a huge relief to hear that we have these choices available. It means we are not powerless, whether or not we avail of them.

Yalom identifies the following solutions to existential suffering:

1)
altruism

2)
dedication to a cause

3)
creativity

4)
hedonism

5)
self actualization

6)
self-transcendence.

He neatly links these together under the umbrella of ‘engagement’. There is nothing like getting stuck into life. That’s when things happen. Just helping someone to get the ball rolling can be a great gift. Sometimes, that’s all a person needs as life takes over and the actualizing tendency kicks in to work its magic. But, whenever we engage with life, we risk. Fear of rejection and failure is often the culprit behind a lack of investment by a person, and in this I include myself. To deal with these feelings with love, support and sensitivity is to meet an urgent human need. 

I also believe that an important goal for a therapy is the client’s discovery and activation of their own creativity and spontaneity. It is only when feelings and urges are afforded the possibility of free expression that the self can become manifest and the individual fully realises their potential for choice and meaningful action. It’s a great thing that almost ‘anything goes’ in the therapy room, for here we find, in our uncensored self, the wit that eluded us, the words that failed us and the abandoned playfulness of the child within us, which can bring joy and humour to every activity we engage in and to all our interactions with our companions on this earth. Viktor Frankl shows us that through thinking about our experience creatively, we can create meaning, even in the midst of the most awful suffering, and that, when we have purpose, life can be lived. Most of all, he teaches us of the innate dignity of human beings and of the immaculate soul in us all, which, in spite of all we suffer, remains inviolate. I believe this to be so.

The author does not want to write any more essays (!), for these days he is wearied by this activity. His philosophy will be one of absorption and predicated on a way of learning in which knowing a truth at a deep level, where it is internalized into his being, is privileged above the memorisation or those forms of knowledge esteemed in academic circles. And it is here that I must return to the words of Abbé Faria, for this author, like The Count of Monte Cristo, once languished on the Chateau d’If:

Learning does not make one learned: there are those who have knowledge and those who have understanding. The first requires memory, the second philosophy.

(Dumas, 2003, p.168)

The author shall try to be a philosopher from now on. Above all, when he sits with a client, the author has found that the most important thing that he can bring is himself. If I can just be myself, then, and only then by the grace of God, will I do good work.
~END~
PEACE BE WITH YOU
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� See Alice Miller’s unanswered letter to George Bush Junior when he was president and to then First Lady, Laura Bush. Alice Miller died in 2010 so the author has since taken the liberty of emailing these letters to the Whitehouse for the attention of the current President, Mr Barack Obama and First Lady Michelle Obama.





PAGE  
32

