PAGE  
11

                                                                                                     From Tragedy to Triumph
      


 Running  head:  FROM TRAGEDY TO TRIUMPH  

From Tragedy to Triumph: Counselor as Companion on the Hero's Journey

Richard W. Halstead

Saint Joseph College

     The story of the hero's journey has been told and retold in oral and literary traditions for centuries.  The hero motif captures the strength and perseverance of the human spirit of men and women so elegantly that it has not been bound by either cultural or religious tradition (Campbell, 1949).  These stories, which tell of the challenges faced by women and men, reveal a process of personal transformation.  Such tales embody the essence of that sacred space within which one evolves and comes to a qualitative shift in conceptualizing self in relation to others and the world.     

     As a counselor I have had the privilege of working with men and women who have found themselves on the hero's path.  These experiences have left me in awe of the strength and courage that the human spirit can muster under the most adverse conditions.  My first encounter with an individual on such a journey was when I met Steve.  He was struggling to regain a life taken away.  I was confronted with trying to understand my role in the process.  Over time, we both found our way. 

Milestones Along a Sacred Path

     Although each hero's journey is unique, in terms of personal content, there are unmistakable milestones that serve to mark the way along that sacred path.  The hero's journey consists of a sequence of steps that, when taken together, also express a process of personal transformation.  Catford and Ray (1991) have labeled these steps as innocence, the call to learning, the tests, empowerment, emergence, and celebration of clarity.  Each of these steps are shown described below in Figure 1.

     As one moves through life with some anticipation of what the future will hold.  One may be lulled into a false sense of control and be unaware that the course of life can be forever changed in an instant.  As a result, life is often lived with a sense of innocence, with the individual hoping for the best and putting the possibility of the worst out of mind.  It is at this initial point when one can be called to new learning.  

     The call to learning is marked by one or more incidents that casts the individual into the realm of the unknown.  Such an event constitutes a point of demarcation between that which was and that with which one must now contend.  The call to learning is an experience that one would not necessarily choose.  Here, life does the choosing.  The individual must acknowledge that a return to the way one's life had been is no longer an option.
Figure 1.
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     The tests are those situations that demand an appropriate response from the individual facing the challenge.  These tests serve to tax one's personal resources and therefore new resources must often be developed.  Prior to determining the resources to meet one's challenges, an individual can experience great pain, despair, and confusion.  Here the person can be in great peril.  There is no guarantee that the individual will have what it takes to successfully meet the challenges being faced.  A person may make it to this point and go no further.  Overcome by the tasks of the journey, one may choose to give up either by a suicide attempt or an emotional surrender to living out life as a victim.  For those who meet the challenge successfully, however, new dimensions of the self are revealed.      

     Empowerment comes from the process of discovering new learning.  The acquisition of this new learning helps the individual meet or exceed those aspects of the self that are being tested.  The process of enduring the struggle and successfully overcoming the obstacles that had previously blocked one's progress results in personal transformation.  The individual emerges from the ordeal forever changed.   

     The celebration of clarity is the application of this new learning in a way that often serves to further enhance both self and other.  The hero, then, is the person who, out of the struggle to face an important life challenge, learns to overcome personal limitations through new learning, and, in doing so, moves forward with a deeper knowledge and understanding of one's self, others, and the ways of the world.

Steve's Journey on the Hero's Path

     It was a warm afternoon characteristic of those in New England when one last bit of summer lingers prior to the emergence of autumn colors.  I was a counselor in a college-counseling center, and the afternoon had been quiet as is usual for that time of year when students are first settling in on campus.  Bev, our office manager, informed me that a student had just walked in requesting to talk to a counselor about his difficulty sleeping.  My first thought was that a student coming for counseling on a beautiful afternoon, presenting with sleep disturbance, would be dealing with the typical issues of a new student adjusting to college.  I had no idea just how atypical my encounter would be.  

     Steve was a tall, slender male student in his early twenties.  Upon greeting him I noticed that his face lacked complete symmetry.  The left side of his face was void of expression and when he talked his lips pulled to his right.  As we made our way to my office, I also noticed that his gate was unsteady, and he walked cautiously.  As I began a standard assessment, Steve told me that he was a junior transfer student who had graduated three months earlier from a community college near his home.  He was away from home for the first time, had taken an apartment off-campus, and was living alone.  He explained that he felt nervous about being away at school, was having trouble sleeping, and needed to address this so that he could do well academically.  He told me he had looked forward to attending this school for many years and did not want anything to stand in the way of his success.  It was Steve's medical history, however, that revealed the deeper elements of his struggle.  

     At the age of 20, Steve had been a victim of a random violent attack.  He had been brutally beaten by a total stranger who he believed must have been high on drugs.  Stunned from the initial attack and unable to move, Steve lay motionless as his attacker beat him repeatedly about the face and head with a branch from a tree.  Eventually, his attacker left him for dead.  The repeated blunt-force trauma resulted in multiple skull fractures, causing severe swelling of Steve's brain.  He was rushed to a nearby hospital, received emergency surgery, and was in a coma for the next nine days.  His prognosis was poor.  The attacker had done tremendous damage to Steve's brain.  He was not expected to live and if he did survive the injuries, his level of functioning was expected to be extremely limited.  

     When Steve regained consciousness he could not feed himself, talk, walk, read, or write.  As he put it, "I had absolutely no skills."  He reported that, even though he was in bad condition, he was not totally devastated.  In fact, at the time, he did not fully comprehend what had happened to him.  He did, however, remember one experience while comatose.  That experience would serve to support him in the many difficult challenges he would confront.  Steve described this experience as follows:  

     At some point I found myself in a place that was completely unfamiliar to me.  I knew I was in this place for just one reason.  I was there to make a decision about which one of two paths I would take.  I am not sure how I knew about these paths, but one was very short, smooth, and easy.  The other path, I knew, would be very long and very hard.  But I also knew that, as I made my way over the more difficult sections, it would eventually smooth out and be very good for me.  I am not sure how or why, but I just knew that choosing the longer, more difficult path was the right decision for me.  

     I have talked with several priests about this whole thing.  I now know I had a near death experience, and choosing the longer of the two paths was really about choosing life over death.   

     Steve spent the next year in a rehabilitation hospital learning a lot about himself.  He also learned that often health care professions were unable to provide him with a sense of hope and optimism regarding his potential to regain full capacity.  He described that year this way:  

I was in the battle of my life.  Winning that battle was the only option for me.  It meant one thing - becoming 'normal.'  The hospital staff made every effort to get me to accept my limitations.  They were very clear about all the things I would never be able to do.   I, on the other hand, was using every ounce of strength and determination I could find to overcome those limitations.  Whenever the doctors told me I would not be able to do something, such as feed myself, read, walk, or attend school, I instantly had my next goal.  They kept working to get me to accept my limitations, and I kept focused on proving them wrong.  They were ready to write me off and I didn't like that.  They just didn't know who they were dealing with!  It took me awhile, but over this past summer I went back to see them and told them what I was doing.  They called me 'The Miracle Kid.'

      Over the next several sessions I learned more about Steve's struggle with physical impairments.  He hated the way that people treated him when he was confined to a wheelchair.  But working on his walking also posed challenges.

After I got out of the hospital walking and balance were still very big problems for me.  I was very unsteady when I was walking, and there were times when I would just start heading to my left.  I didn't want to go left, but I would just find myself heading in that direction.  The worst part of that would be running into things or other people.  In those days, mall security would call the cops because they thought I was drunk.  That hurt a lot.  It was another reminder that I was not normal.

     Steve continued to make incredible strides.  A year after his release from the hospital, he enrolled in an associates degree program and completed it in two years.   His goal at the time of our meeting was to finish a bachelor's degree in computer science.  Achieving his goal, however, would prove to be much more difficult than either of us could have ever imagined.    

     Although Steve had overcome many challenges and was confident that the most difficult aspects of his ordeal were behind him, additional challenges lay before him.  Even though he had negotiated difficult sections of his longer path, other tests were to test him.  At this point in his journey, the tests were not about overcoming the limitations of his physical injuries.  Steve was now being called to discover the deep emotional wounds that, prior to this time, he had successfully pushed aside.  These wounds were the ones that cut deeply into his self-concept and fueled his desire to be "normal."  

     Academically, normal meant that he would complete his junior and senior coursework in two years.  This was not to be.  Steve's initial academic performance was poor.  He was shocked at the difficulty of the work.  In his best effort to do well, he was getting very little sleep each night and soon became severely sleep deprived.  Steve attempted to apply the same strategies in his academics that brought him such great success in his physical rehabilitation.  When his strategy did not yield the results he wanted, he did what most people do - he did more of the same thing with increased intensity.  Thinking I could be the guide on his journey, I tried repeatedly to have Steve consider alternative strategies and accommodations that might help him complete his academic work.  Except for tutoring, which many students used, Steve would accept no other accommodations.  Doing so would have been admitting that he was different and less than "normal."  

     Week after week I was amazed by Steve's unrelenting commitment to his ideals and his efforts to be "normal."  Life, however, sometimes dictates a different agenda.  With every other avenue exhausted, and making little academic progress, he finally gave in to reducing his academic load.  Steve experienced this step as a serious personal defeat.  Even though he was now able to do the work , he felt he had fallen short of his goal of being "normal."  He became deeply depressed, and very late in December, after receiving his fall semester grades, he began to consider ending his life.  The intensity and frequency of his suicidal thoughts frightened him.  Knowing the college counseling center was closed for the winter break, Steve went to a local emergency mental health center for assistance.  Although he was not admitted for in-patient treatment, he did contract for his safety and agreed to several weeks of outpatient group counseling at a nearby hospital to address his depression.  

     Prior to Steve's return to campus, I received a call from the hospital psychiatrist who wanted to ensure that an after-care plan for Steve would be implemented.  The psychiatrist told me, "Steve's level of denial and resistance are his biggest problems, and he is just never going to be able to complete college given his obvious limitations."  Her statement struck a familiar chord.  It was the same kind of message that Steve had received at the rehabilitation hospital where they also focused primarily on his limitations.  This psychiatrist had, unwittingly, provided me with what I thought might serve to propel Steve toward the next milestone on his journey.  

      In our next session I told Steve that I had talked with the psychiatrist at the hospital.  "Oh, you mean Marion Baby?" he said with a smile.  He continued, "That's was my name for her.  She and I didn't really see eye to eye on things."  I told him I had gathered that and then related to him what she had stated over the phone. 

She told me your denial and resistance were getting in the way of accepting your limitations.  Seems every doctor you run into is hell bent on telling you what you are not going to be able to do!  I take it you didn't tell her about your near death experience and choosing the longer and difficult path?  

     Steve sat quietly for a moment.  He then responded, "No, I didn't.  She just didn't know who she was dealing with.  I am not giving up.  I don't care how long it takes me.  I know I am going to do this. I didn't choose that longer path to end up living out life as a failure."  I then asked him what he was willing to do to make that happen?  Again he sat quietly for a moment.  He responded, "Anything!"

     Over the next few months it was clear that an important shift had taken place.  Steve had come to understand that moving forward toward earning his degree was more important to him than his previous priority of being normal.  He took a new tack in his approach to accomplishing his goal.  He now decided to take advantage of every form of assistance the college had to offer.  Slowly, he developed a sense of his own power to make things happen.  If there was something he felt the College should do to support him academically, he would make an appointment with the president of the rather then the academic advisors.  The president of the college, himself a computer scientist, met with Steve on a fairly regular basis.  They would talk about computing and discuss Steve's work.  Steve would often comment, "Boy when that guy makes a call on my behalf, things really happen!"  He also began to excel in his courses and soon started to consider new possibilities for himself and his work. 

     With time, Steve formulated a new understanding of himself and his ordeal.  As he emerged from the lowest point of his journey he began to see with greater clarity how that longer path he had chosen while in a coma had served to bring him to a different place.  He would reflect later that in many ways it was a better place.  He saw how he had surpassed his friends at home.  "I really grew up because of all this.  Before the attack I was going nowhere.  Now I have a direction."   His challenges had also given him a greater sensitivity to the needs of others who were recovering from strokes and traumatic brain injuries.  In order to meet the challenge of the tests, Steve had to decide to accept that he was in fact different.  In doing so he discovered parts of himself that were not normal - they were extraordinary.    

     Steve's celebration of new clarity came in the form of a desire to help make others' lives better.  For his senior project, with the college president serving as his project advisor, Steve designed and wrote a state-of-the-art computer software program to assist individuals going through the same process of neurorehabilitation that he had experienced.  Because of his work, Steve received requests from newspaper reporters who wanted to report not only on the unique nature of his software but also on his personal story as an inspiration to others.

     It took Steve five years to complete his junior and senior coursework and eventually graduate.  Only during a few months toward the end of his college career did I not see him on a weekly basis.  It was a struggle for him every bit of the way.  Just prior to graduating he was hired by a high-tech computer firm and took a position that allowed him to continue pursuing his area of study.  

     In a recent telephone conversation related to the writing of this article, Steve told me he has progressed very well in his career.  He has also rewritten his rehabilitation software and, in doing so, had increased the program's complexity.  This software program is now in the final stages of pilot testing at two rehabilitation hospitals, and Steve is in the process of setting up his own company to make this software available to rehabilitation facilities nationwide.

Conclusion

     Over the course of my career as a counselor I have come to know many men and women who have found themselves facing the challenges of a hero's journey.  Each had been shaken by that moment when innocence was lost to a personal and often painful call to learning.  Sitting with a client who is in pain and confused is never easy.  At times, I can become lost and uncertain what I can do to help, focusing on the curse of the tragedy instead of the potential for something new and perhaps better to emerge.  I then feel responsible for fixing what has been broken.  As a result, I try to take on the role of the hero's travel guide - someone who is supposed to make the client's path shorter, smoother, or less painful.  

     In a sense my encounter with Steve was my own call to learning.  My own resources were tested and I emerged with the realization that I cannot be a travel guide on such deeply personal journeys.  I cannot know another's ultimate destination.  I found that when working with such clients, my role as counselor is more akin to a special type of travel companion who is willing to understand and respect the process of walking along a sacred life path.  This is the only way I can effectively help a client explore the deeper dimensions of the self that are being challenged.  As the hero's companion I must be willing to share in the client's pain as well as new, and often times unexpected, discoveries.  I now know that the longer path is rarely the easier path.  It is not supposed to be.  There will be times when the tests come to overwhelm all that one is.  It is, however, at these points that one might catch a glimpse of new possibilities and as a result emerge with a different understanding of self, others, and the world.  

     I still find it difficult, at times, to work with those who suddenly find themselves on a hero's journey.  At those times I try to remember what Steve taught me by his own triumphant example and what was perhaps best expressed by Campbell (1988) when he stated, 

. . . we have not even to risk the adventure alone, for the heroes of all time have gone before us.  The labyrinth is thoroughly known.  We have only to follow the thread of the hero path, and where we had thought to find an abomination, we shall find a god.  And where we had thought to slay another, we shall slay ourselves.  Where we had thought to travel outward, we will come to the center of our own existence.  And where we had thought to be alone, we will be with all the world (p. 123).

References

Campbell, J. (1949).  The hero with a thousand faces. New York: MJF Books

Campbell, J., & Moyers, B (1988).  The power of myth.  New York: Doubleday.

Catford, L., & Ray, M.  (1991).  The path of the everyday hero:  Drawing on the power of myth to meet life’s most important challenges.  Los Angeles: Jeremy P. Tarcher.

Author Note

     Correspondence concerning this article may be sent via email to rhalstead@sjc.edu or can be addressed to Richard W. Halstead, Ph.D., Assistant Professor, Department of Counselor Education, Saint Joseph College, West Hartford, CT  06117  or by email (rhalstead@sjc.edu). 

