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The Therapist as Healer:  Healing, Trauma Conversion and the Heroic Journey


Show me a sane man and I will cure him for you…
~~Carl Jung

The key is to separate pain from pathology.
~~Robert Emery

Psychologists who undertake to set themselves up as judges in the field of truth and knowledge are shipwrecked by the laughter of the gods….
    ~~ Albert Einstein 



Heal… (verb)   from the Old English "wholeness, being whole, sound or well"… "uninjured, of good omen" …. "holy, sacred" 

Cure…(noun) c.1300, a remedy.  From Latin “care, concern, trouble," …"to be concerned." Cured…In reference to fish, pork, etc., first recorded 1743. Meaning "medical care" is late 14c.
 
The word heal is a verb…active, moving, fluid, full of life.  Cure is a noun— a person, place or thing, but more importantly—the passive recipient of the actions or movement of another. It is also a reference to drying meat, salting the flavor and life out of it for the sake of saving it.  Such is the difference between healing and curing.  If necessity is the mother of all invention, then the need for a cure is probably the mother of all healing.  Curing is about restoring physical function to the body, but healing inevitably becomes about restoring a relationship, often to the non-physical self, to those whom we want to love well, or to the Divine.  Curing is a journey we choose while seeking to be relieved of trouble or a concern.  But healing often becomes a journey that chooses us and as such it becomes fluid, a movement toward health and wholeness, a good omen, holy and sacred.  Cures are about surviving, healing is about thriving. Cures are about what the experts think they know about a person, a projected pathology or disease process.  Healing is about what you come to know and believe about yourself and your own journey. 

Before I moved into a private practice dedicated to healing, I worked in hospice for several years.  During much of that time, I worked in a hospice house and had the opportunity to be with literally hundreds of people while they were dying and at the time of death.  While working with adults, a common theme was the desire to be "healed," and we would often discuss the differences between healing and curing.  The truth is that I haven't seen a lot of "cures" in my life, although I have seen some.  In my work, I've seen what would be considered miracle cures by the medical establishment: tumors evaporated from scans; bones, tendons and ligaments inexplicably knitted back together; addictions removed as if by magic; hearts, arteries and organs mysteriously restored as if brand new.  But the truth is that most people I worked with in hospice still died from their illness-- they were not "cured."  Yet scores of them were healed in a deeper sense as their relationship to health, self, wholeness, family, friends and God was restored.

I have worked in alternative and allopathic healthcare for years and have come to believe that you can be healed and not cured, just as you can be cured and not healed.  Sometimes grace filters in like spiritual penicillin and we experience both. Healing can take place at many levels, many of which may not be recognized by a scan or a doctor or anyone else. But healing can take place nonetheless, often in invisible yet profoundly tangible ways: Relationships can be mended. Life traps can be worked though.  Old patterns can be changed.  New insights can be gained.  Broken relationships and past hurts can be repaired and a new sense of peace can be found through the healing balms of forgiveness and acceptance.  This can all happen without any outward physical changes that would be marked as a "cure," yet there is no doubt healing has taken place.  For some this may be spiritual, for some emotional, for some it is relational.  Sometimes it is also physical, but for many people, that becomes the lesser of the healing they seek. Healing comes in many packages, all individualized and recognized internally, even if it is never seen by anyone else as physical "cure."  Healing knows there are things worse than death, and sometimes what I want isn’t always what I need.

When the World Health Organization was created in 1948, health was defined as being "a state of complete physical, mental, and social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity."   True health is more than just the absence of disease and true health is not a luxury.  True health is about living luxuriously, being present, whole and living in the fullness of life, of grace, of community, of hope and love. True health allows us to cultivate qualities we desire or admire in others, to nurture hope and believe in the possibility of a brighter future, including all health can mean.

The absence of disease does not necessarily imply wholeness, health or wellness.  There is a word from the Greek called scotosis, which refers to intellectual blindness or a hardening of the heart and mind toward wisdom.  Some theologians have expanded the meaning to include the concept of soul scarring. Many shamans and healers see this form of soul or psychic scarring as a condition which cannot be cured through standard western medicine, but which can be healed through soul retrievals or other methods. Sometimes those seeking a cure will fall into a form of scotosis, unable to see other possibilities, being so focused on the problem that they are unable to see beyond their immediate expectations into potential solutions. Healing takes us beyond expectations and into possibilities, into humor and gratitude, into what could be if we can let go of our ideas of what should be.

Curing is about expectations; healing is about possibilities.  A “cure” is claimed by an authority in the field when an offending invader or unwanted condition is successfully conquered through means of eradication or suppression of symptoms. Healing may involve an acceptance of an ailment or a transformation of a condition which used to cause pain or suffering.  Curing is about not wanting to carry the pain, but healing can be about letting the pain carry you, often into a new way of being, a change from suffering to allowing, receiving and moving forward. Healing sometimes involves embracing the pain and allowing it to transform you, as tattered and torn as your body and soul may feel in the moment. Curing asks, “what needs to be fixed?”  Healing asks, “How can I grow?  What can I celebrate?”

Trauma Conversion creates the space for a client to find his or her own capacity for hope, celebration and resilience by taking the conversation to a new level—one of healing, rather than curing. Traditional trauma and PTSD therapies seek a cure, which is limited based on professional or societal expectations of fitting into the dominant culture with a minimum of disturbing or disruptive symptoms. Trauma Conversion is about taking a greater leap into healing and therefore taking someone beyond their own fears, limitations or expectations, as well as the fears, limitations and expectations of family, friends or the culture as a whole. 

It is part of the normal human experience to be hesitant to move beyond what we think we can lose, to fear the unknown. Trauma conversion opens the client to new possibilities and allows them to see their experience as part of the larger Heroic Journey, as part of resilience and allows for hope again. Thus healing becomes more than about expectations--it becomes about what is possible.  

“Curing” is about the expectations of the dominant culture, expressed as “normal” by the DSM or medical establishment.  A “cure” is assumed when a period of time passes symptom-free or without engaging in the behavior deemed as pathological by the therapeutic, medical or psychiatric world.  But as our history shows, clinicians are also influenced by the culture.  A client arrives with his or her own set of values, beliefs, thoughts and behaviors. The role of a therapist seeking a cure would be to plug a client into whatever is deemed “normal,” by the dominant culture, which is often subtly influenced by religion, geography, societal expectation or even politics.  However, a clinician operating from the paradigm of healer can plug a client into a more empowered place of autonomy and self-determination, which in itself can be healing. 

Much of what society deems needing “cure” has over time become part of the larger fabric of our culture and is no longer deemed pathological or abnormal.  Homosexuality, pacifism, interracial marriage and divorce are no longer considered the taboo they once were. For example, it is no longer acceptable in mainstream clinical circles to want to “cure” sexual orientation among consenting adults.  Many whom the dominant culture would say are abnormal or in need of cure do not want to be “cured,” and find the very notion part of the problem, rather than part of the solution.  Therefore the projections of the dominant culture, and sometimes even the projections of the professional with whom the client is working, become the real problem, rather than the “presenting pathology.”  

Thus a homosexual man is faced with needing to discern if his true need is to work through his fear of “coming out,” or if the issue is homosexuality itself. The past goal would have been to change his orientation, to claim a “cure” and somehow magically turn him into a heterosexual man.  It is the judgment about the need for a cure which often creates the discomfort, not the true fundamental nature of the client’s lifestyle choices or orientation.  Homosexuality, choosing hospice or alternative methods over mainstream medical treatments, leaving a religion or choosing interracial marriage at one time would have been considered pathological. Today they are simply part of a larger weave of our culture, no longer deemed baneful but simple autonomous choice.  What once was judged on the basis of morality or as pathological in nature is now a simple history lesson and evidence of how social and cultural changes impact therapeutic approaches as well.  

When a client presents with previous trauma, seeking support during a life-change or transition, perhaps grief-stricken or confused, the clinician has two basic choices:  S/he can follow the old paradigm of counseling, making the feelings or behavior pathological, abnormal or something to be overcome quickly, or she can plug a client into the Heroic Journey and use the model of trauma conversion.  Thus the clinician is transformed into a healer and the client can find the depth of a universal pattern and framework for resilience. Moving a client out of old conversations about right/wrong, good/bad, moral/immoral can also be beneficial.  The question posed in Buddhist psychology, “does it cause suffering?” is a helpful question which takes the potentially judgment-laden projections of the dominant Judeo-Christian culture off of the client who may not subscribe to or fit into this belief system. A morally neutral perspective can be liberating for client and therapist and allow for healing in whole new ways.

Curing is about expectations but healing is about possibilities.  Suspension of judgment allows the client time and space to explore new possibilities and find new avenues for healing, a new path of resilience and a capacity for hope and transformation. It allows us to meet the fear, grief or loneliness in the middle and allows it to be transformed.  Imagine how the practice of therapy in western culture would be different if there was no judgment of “bad” or “negative” emotions and we did not pathologize spiritual experiences, hormonal shifts or choices outside of the dominant culture. Imagine how the entire practice of psychotherapy could be transformed if we saw clients as healthy people in transition, rather than a diagnosis to be cured.

The poet Hafiz implores us,
	Don’t surrender your loneliness
	So quickly
	Let it cut more deeply
	Let it ferment and season you
	As few human
	Or even divine ingredients can…. 

Thomas Merton said the more we try to avoid suffering, the more we suffer.  Healing is about taking the judgments, projections or expectations off of the client and instead moving him or her into a place of discovering her own capacity for life, hope and transformation.  The clinician becomes mentor within the model of the Heroic Journey, thus both can be transformed.  This model not only has the possibility of transforming the client, but also the entire practice approach of the clinician.  This model changes the old paradigm and equation from one of cure, which is finite, to healing, which has infinite opportunities and possibilities.  It allows unhealthy or non-beneficial patterns of behavior or personality to be acknowledged, which then allows for a metamorphosis and potential transition into a healthy expression of the natural disposition or temperament of the client, work group or family system. 

What is normal for a returning war veteran, a refugee or a person coming from another culture or religion while trying to blend into mainstream American culture can be confusing or challenging, but this does not make it pathology.  The beliefs of the therapist can color the approach when a cure is the goal.  However, as the therapist moves into the role of healer, the client can open to possibilities beyond his wildest dreams.  Healing enables a client to gently tap an inner resilience, a place still wet with the dew of dawning inner hopes and dreams, suddenly transformed into realistic possibilities.  

This does not mean to imply transformation is easy, but it does acknowledge there are healthy and unhealthy desires, which can lead to choices which may or may not cause more pain or suffering.  Trauma conversion model takes the pressure off pathology and allows room for growth, allows the therapist and client to enter into a healing journey together, more as equals and co-creators than as a model presenting as something broken that needs to be fixed. Trauma conversion moves beyond the standard way of doing things and opens to the door to new possibilities, to healing, to ritual and celebration, rather than just one more problem to be solved. 

The use of ritual is perhaps the most ancient, universal and archetypal language humans have ever known.  The word ritual comes from the Latin ritus, meaning “to fit together.” Dr. Stanislav Grof, one of the founders of Transpersonal Psychology and researcher of consciousness, coined a term he calls technologies of the sacred.  The use of ritual and archetype can become a technology of the sacred, a tool and a pathway for healing.  The therapist can be transformed into healer by using the trauma conversion method, by making the trauma or wound part of a larger initiation experience, reframing it in terms of the Heroic Journey. 

Interestingly, the word wound can etymologically be traced back to the word jurist.  While we take the word jurist to mean simply “one who practices law” in our current culture, the word stems from ancient Indo-European language and is thought to be originally a term of the religious or priesthood, perhaps meaning "sacred formula."  It evolved to the Latin meaning, "to pronounce a ritual formula," and from the Vedic "health," or "to make ritually pure."  Trauma conversion can employ ritual and meaning, taking wounds and moving them to a place of health, can transform all parties into healers, can be used by all for healing.

The word therapist derives its original meaning from the word “slave.”  Other derivations came from “to attend to,” and “to serve,” while the Greek used it as a term for “healing.”  As therapists and healers, we should not be a slave to an old paradigm of pathology, but allow our education and experience to be part of a larger service and a larger healing.  We can attend to our practices and our clients as a form of service, as healers and as fellow travelers on the path.  Trauma Conversion allows this path to open to clinician and client, and as such creates possibilities for healing, rather than curing.



Terri Schanks, MSW, LCSW, is a healer, teacher, writer and life coach based in St. Louis, Missouri.  She is the owner of Blessings Enterprises, LLC, and offers a nationwide healing practice.  You can reach Terri directly through email at Terri@BlessingsEnterprises.com.  You can learn more about Terri, Affirmative Life Coaching and other forms of healing at  www.BlessingsEnterprises.com.  You can find her blogs on health, healing and the Spirituality of Grief and Joy at  http://spiritualityofgrief.wordpress.com. 








