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The way in which the therapist perceives the client coming for counseling is one of the most
powerful elements of the therapeutic process. It is very easy, and very common, for therapists
working with ritual abuse survivors to see their clients in a one-down position, as in the doctor-
patient medical model where, too often, distancing protects the doctor and dehumanizes the
patient. By that | mean the client is seen as the "sick"” one, and the therapist is the powerful one
who will help the poor sick client.

Hopefully, the therapist is functioning at a higher level of mental health than is the client,
but it is a mistake to take that to mean that the therapist should assume a role of power over the
client. Actually, clients are often coping well given what they are coping with. One of the easiest
etrors made is in the use of power in the therapeutic relationship, and what therapists frequently
fail to see is how their own use of power, though benign in spirit, actually replicated the
systematic, hierarchical misuse of power within the cult.

Erich Fromm gave a definition of the kind of power that is therapeutic when he said:
"Rational authority is based on competence, and it helps the person who leans on it to grow.
Irrational authority is based on power, and serves to exploit the person subjected to it." *

In the cult, the people in power dictate what cult members are to do. Children raised in
cults are systematically stripped of their own autonomous power and forced to feel powerful only
in the destructive context allowed by the cult, and always under the power of the leader. Ritual
abuse survivors have had to learn to be outer oriented - to perceive what is expected of them and
do that, whether it is healthy for them or not. When a therapist creates a context in which he or
she is the leader, and the client is to listen, learn, and follow what the therapist says, the therapist
has inadvertently replicated the power system of the cult.

That is not to say that the therapist has no power; the therapist has a lot of power, but the
power the therapist has resides in authority based upon his or her expertise, knowledge, training
and sensitivity. The point is to use this authority in a way in which the client can also begin to
feel his or her own authority, and begin to develop a healthy feeling of power.

The word used quite often now is "empowerment.” How do yvou empower a client? The
first step is to set up the therapeutic relationship to include the client. That means that the
therapist sees himself or herself as a kind of facilitator or coach. The analogy of being a coach
includes the reality that it is the client, like the athlete, who is doing the majority of the hard
work. In the case of the psychotherapeutic process, it is the client who carries the memories,
feelings, and wounds from what happened in the past. The therapist, like the coach, gives
feedback, offers a different perspective, can point out feelings and behaviors that need to be
worked on, and can be supportive, But the therapist, like the coach, goes home at night and does







