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            To our clients, students and fellow astrologers

– all of whom have taught us so much

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Astrological Dialogues

         

         This volume is the product of an ongoing dialogue between us – two long-time astrological practitioners and consultants who value astrology’s psychological prescience and power. It takes the form of two companion essays from each of us, and explores the benefits of astrological consultations when conducted as dialogues. This ebook edition also features three extra sections (one interview and two articles).

         The essays in this volume, while they address and explore the acuity of certain astrological methods, support the belief that an astrological consultation achieves its highest expression and success – in terms of transformational power and efficacy – when there is an active exchange between astrologer and client.

         We feel that, instead of being a presentation, a demonstration or a spell cast by a magician, an astrological consultation has the power to be a meaningful encounter between two people – a radical dialogue intensified by the symbolic value and power of the natal chart. Such an experience shifts the emphasis from a prepared performance piece in which the astrologer is the dominant, unchallenged voice to a more democratic co-created medium in which astrologer and client share equal billing and validity. This latter perspective ensures that the Mercurial power of astrology lies not only in interpreting the symphony of a natal chart but also in helping Mercury’s winged feet take flight so that information shared can shape a client’s perception of their life experiences, patterns and behaviours.

         One simple realization in this process is that all people – along with their backgrounds, perspectives and understandings – are unique. For instance, one in twelve has the Moon in a particular sign or house, but the meaning of this placement is more radically individual than can ever be imagined by the astrologer. No matter how many times we have witnessed the impact of a placement or aspect in the lives of past clients, each new dialogue offers us further insights through the client’s own version of that storyline. In this dynamic, both astrologer and client are transformed. Without this vital interaction, a reading can be subjected to (and impaired by) an astrologer’s bias, astrological assumptions or narrow frame of reference – where pronouncements from the astrologer as self-appointed guru put an end to constructive dialogue and take away a client’s power to make their own choices. This limited approach sees Mercury’s winged sandals clipped and put back into the cupboard!

         These four essays are intended to create further dialogue within our marvellous and diverse community. It is our aim to promote a psychologically mature vision of astrology that is dedicated to helping real people in their day-to-day lives. Let us use astrology to recognize the multidimensional meanings of every life that’s being led. For this to take place, we must spend as much time listening to the client’s needs and experiences during consultation as we do in preparation of the horoscope. And let us share astrology’s profound significance with others (not just our fellow astrologers), so that all may utilize it meaningfully in their own way.
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            Potential Traps for the Counselling Astrologer

            by Mark Jones

         

         In this essay, I shall identify some key issues in an astrologer’s own personal and professional life – issues that may leave them open to being knocked off-centre by the conscious and unconscious concerns of their clients. These areas can include projected material from the client as well as certain life circumstances that evoke responses within the astrologer. The key areas for concern are:

         
            	Money

            	Sex

            	Rescuing

            	Narcissism

            	Judgement

            	Seduction

            	Self-consciousness

            	Inner lacks

            	Real or imagined incompetence

            	Dialogue and feedback

         

         For each section, one or two planetary significators have been allocated, but bear in mind that some of the issues may be signified by a more complex set of chart factors.

         Money: Value and Venus

         
            As the ruler of Taurus, Venus corresponds to the way we relate to ourselves and meet our own needs. These include survival needs, for which money becomes an external expression.

         

         There are two main ways in which the issue of money can become a problem: session payments and the wealth of a client.

         Session Payments

         Firstly, has the session been paid for in advance? For astrology consultations, it is ideal if this is the case. By the time the client arrives, the astrologer has prepared the chart and set aside time in their schedule to conduct the reading. If the consultation has not been paid for in advance and has been difficult for the client in some way, the astrologer can feel as though they are adding insult to injury by asking for the payment when the session ends.

         Alternatively, a session might be difficult because it explored the challenging issues a client was facing or perhaps because of a lack of congruence (the gap between experience and awareness) in the client who then struggled to articulate what they wanted from the reading in the first place. In these cases, it can be hard for the astrologer to know if they have met the unexpressed needs of the client. It may be, of course, that the client (who has struggled to communicate their needs) actually found the reading useful; it is hard to know unless the astrologer asks.

         The astrologer may have difficulty in asking for payment if they struggle with – or feel insecure about – the value of the work. This could be symbolized by a stressful Venus in their natal chart, reflecting self-worth issues that could permeate multiple areas of their life.

         Another real issue facing the astrologer is the inherent insecurity of being in a profession that is devalued by the predominant culture. This challenge is common in many of the helping professions. In Sherman and Thelen’s analysis of psychologists’ struggles,1 42% of the psychologists surveyed reported insecurity about the efficacy of their work. Due to the subjective nature of our work, I am sure that many astrologers have also struggled with this at times. This can be for any number of reasons other than a general anxiety in the practitioner. Some clients are looking for definitive answers to their life’s questions that may simply be inappropriate or impossible to give. In fact, in contemplating this, it can be profoundly liberating for the astrologer to recognize that they do not have to answer everything! Worse, there can be expectation both in the client and in the profession itself that the gifted astrologer will have worked out answers to questions that have not yet been asked! This is an unrealistic but consistent professional expectation.

         The Wealth of a Client

         In the same survey the same percentage of psychologists (42%) who reported issues with the perceived effectiveness of their work also reported insufficient income as one of their main causes of stress. At best, astrology is perceived as a fringe profession by the mainstream culture. Many astrologers struggle to make a living. This can lead to the potential for subconscious envy of wealthier clients or an overwrought sympathy for their less financially secure clients. Either way, the balance of personal boundaries may be affected adversely.

         Sex: Mars and Venus

         
            Mars is the assertive aspect of sexuality in which we compete for what we want. Venus reflects our magnetic potential to attract what we want into our lives.

         

         In the early days of psychotherapy when Freud and Jung were pioneering the psychoanalytic movement, sexual boundaries between therapist and client were not always adhered to. Jung famously had, at the very least, one emotional affair (with his patient Sabina Spielrein) and such involvements, although not encouraged, were not considered a serious impediment to one’s continuing to practise. This opinion has been subsequently superseded and a sexual connection would now be a cause for disciplinary proceedings against the therapist. The view of why this is the case, at least for men with women, was made extraordinarily clear by Peter Rutter in his book Sex in the Forbidden Zone: When Therapists, Doctors, Clergy, Teachers and Other Men in Power Betray Women’s Trust (Mandala, UK edition, 1990). Here, Rutter identifies how the significance that is projected onto the authority figure becomes an erotic transference of the childlike aspect of the woman onto the ideal father or carer, which is then exploited by the predatory male. There is often lasting damage to the client’s trust and any attempts by subsequent practitioners to give help may be thwarted. Such behaviour constitutes a serious break with the Hippocratic Oath – the ideal that we should do no harm.

         As a young, aspiring astrologer, I remember an experienced practitioner telling me with glee how he gave a consultation to a former beauty contest winner and then went on to have sex with her after the reading. The story was shared with camaraderie; as if we were just guys having a beer and a laugh (we were actually in a conference room). In this example, there was not even an acknowledgement of what might be wrong with this situation. This is clearly problematic. Utilizing the glamour of one’s role as guide or teacher in order to have sex with a client or student is a violation of the therapeutic trust and value that is placed in the relationship, even if the sex appears to be consensual.

         (When astrologers cross acceptable boundaries with their clients, there is often a hidden Moon–Saturn complex in the client’s chart; the client’s unresolved, feeling needs from childhood elicit excessive responses from an unresolved part of the astrologer.)

         More subtle issues arise when there is a strong attraction between astrologer and client. Some astrologers may be prone to flirting with clients or diverting the material of the session towards salacious or excessively intimate territory. The loneliness of the helping professions is a factor here. When working with people on an intimate level, most practitioners do their consulting work in private, without the benefit of co-workers or colleagues. The intensity of the contact with people and the relative isolation of the profession – if occurring at a time of loneliness or loss in the astrologer’s personal life – leave the practitioner prone to looking to their clients to meet their own intimacy needs.

         Rescuing: The Moon and Neptune

         
            The Moon symbolizes the development of the personality during early home life. Neptune symbolizes our highest ideals, including a vision of compassion or higher love (agape). When the two planets come together, the issue becomes the confusion of the ideal of compassion (Neptune) with personal care (Moon) and can threaten the ability of the professional guide to help another.

         

         A common trap within the helping professions is the conscious or unconscious desire to rescue people. An astrologer may be attempting to compensate for their failure to help a figure in their past: a depressed mother, an ex-husband, a child. Or the need to rescue may simply be a naïve aspect of their genuine compassion or orientation to serve. To the extent that it can pull the practitioner into offering more than is comfortable for them and the client, such rescuing becomes problematic. This overextension can take a number of forms: excessive personal sharing, extending the session without acknowledgement or offering personal favours.

         The most problematic overextension is when the astrologer is led to making more definitive pronouncements about the natal chart (for instance, the client’s potential or an upcoming transit) than they would otherwise have done. This can originate from a subconscious desire to provide extra help or reassurance to the client who they perceive as being needy. Other times, the astrologer may step back from more difficult areas of their dialogue in order to somehow protect the vulnerable client. The danger then is that the unconscious facet of the intent to help the client ends up potentially harming them. Distorting the level of truth in the discourse between astrologer and client generates illusory content within the reading and reduces the power of a genuine connection during a consultation between astrologer and client.

         Narcissism: Sun and Jupiter

         
            The Sun symbolizes our own regal capacity to be ‘the most important’. Jupiter shows our belief systems and most expansive vision. Our innate tendency to be the centre of our own world (Sun) and attached to our sense of that world’s significance (Jupiter) can promote inflation. True narcissism is actually a loss of self that leads to a compensatory inflation to deflect away from the loss. (Narcissistic injury in the family can be seen by stressful factors to the Moon.)

         

         When a client – seeking a reading with an astrologer whose work has profoundly touched them – projects a powerful, positive value and meaning onto that astrologer, an insecure astrologer can become giddy when they hear and feel the positive transference of statements like ‘You are the greatest astrologer ever …’

         A certain degree of positive feedback acts as an important step towards an astrologer building their skill set, learning what works and then internalizing the confidence needed to reach their full potential. It is an essential, constructive aspect of mature development. Who carries on with a professional path if there is no positive feedback at all? But we’re reminded of the myth of the beautiful youth who fell in love with his own reflection. The unconscious aspect of the astrologer that feels vulnerable to self-doubt, fear and shame can suddenly find in the client a bright reflection that mirrors the face they’ve always wanted to see. Suddenly everything that the client says, thinks or feels becomes of primary importance. Here the astrologer’s unmet early needs for what Kohut called ‘idealizing transference’ come into play. What Kohut meant by this is that the child needs the parent to be heroic or superhuman at times – this need is legitimate as it highlights the child’s aspirational potential and sense of safety. If the parent can never fulfill that temporary developmental need, even briefly, then the child is left to seek it as an adult. The danger is that the astrologer gains the validation from their admiring client that had been missing from their parent in childhood. In this instance, there’s actually a regression occurring: the astrologer is suddenly psychologically much younger than the client and beholden to the client’s feeding of the astrologer’s unconscious deficiency.

         When grandiosity occurs in the psyche, it is almost always paralleled by shame. When the child feels a significant lack of parental love or contact, a part of the identity will split in two. One part goes into the lower area of the unconscious as grief or shame, while the other migrates to the higher aspect of the unconscious as grandiosity (‘I will prove you wrong’). We see then that ‘peacocking’ – a puffing up of the chest and tail feathers in a display of our brilliance – is often a compensatory action hiding deep insecurity. This can be witnessed sometimes when astrologers come together in groups.

         The working astrologer needs to pay attention to their own ego needs and continue to work on self-integration. Without this ongoing interest in their own process, they may become prone to one part of their inflated and over-compensated psyche coming in and taking over. The danger is that their own need to be ‘right’, over and above the reality of the client’s life, can block their capacity to truly guide another.

         Judgement: Jupiter and Saturn

         
            Jupiter represents our belief systems as well as our need to convert others to our point of view. Saturn denotes the principle of structure (of identity as well as society) and, as such, the necessity of boundaries and hierarchy. Our beliefs (Jupiter) by their very nature include ideas of what is right and wrong. We can become blinded by our personal beliefs (Jupiter) or those of our family or society (Saturn) into making simplistic or dualistic judgements.

         

         This may be a very obvious point: if you are a really judgemental person then you probably ought not to go into the helping professions! Needless to say, being judgemental can block your capacity to validate a client’s experience, and may be more likely to support their existing framework of negative self-beliefs.

         Yet all people need and make value judgements; therefore, we all have the capacity to be judgemental at some point. Many people, however, still experience selective judgementalism. A leading child psychiatrist who taught on my Psychosynthesis Training Course shared with us how she could not bear to work personally with individuals with anorexia. She was the head of a psychiatric hospital and in charge of a ward full of young women starving themselves, often to death – but she chose not to work one-to-one with them. She offered a powerful message to our group: you do not have to work with all clients or groups of people. If you have a judgement against a particular group because of past experience, these unconscious prejudices need to be worked through and released – or at least owned and recognized.

         From preparing a natal chart to meeting that client in a consultation, an astrologer makes a series of judgement calls. During the consultation these ‘go live’: astrologers enter real time and must constantly readjust to meet the new layers of information coming from the client.

         A certain kind of judgementalism can arise from the method of interpretation employed by the astrologer. For example, Saturn retrograde ‘must mean’ an absent father or one who was bullying or tyrannical in some way. This may be likely for a great deal of the time, but ‘a great deal of the time’ is not ‘all of the time’. The danger then becomes that the astrologer subconsciously punishes the client who is an exception to their rule, and insists that the client’s father must have been that way – whether or not the client realizes or admits to it! The client is interpreted as being in denial, which of course many people are, especially about their level of childhood wounding – so such an assertion is plausible. But the astrologer is blind to the possibility that their method, which proves accurate 90% of the time, is not correct in this instance. It is important to remember that the astrologer’s method is not as important or accurate as a client’s life experience. I have also seen this ‘paradigm blindness’ in the medical profession when a client on antidepressants returns to their doctor still depressed and is simply given a double dose. In one case, a client of mine remained depressed despite a dosage that, if taken any higher, could have led to heart damage. Their doctor chose to add a second antidepressant on top of the maximum dose of the original medication – never once pausing to think that the treatment was the wrong type for this patient.

         Seduction: Venus and Moon

         
            Venus reveals our potential to attract our desires into our life. The Moon symbolizes the unconscious security patterns from childhood that have shaped our personality. When we are personally uncomfortable (Moon), we may use our seductive power (Venus) to cover our anxiety or shift the matter at hand elsewhere.

         

         At times, the client or astrologer may manipulate the session and its content through unconsciously seductive behaviour. Most likely, since infancy the client or astrologer will have learned subconscious cues and body language as well as verbal tactics (compliments and the variation of their intonation) to steer the direction of any conversation. In a consultation, the client may unconsciously tell the astrologer what is all right to discuss and, crucially, what is not.

         A defence that many use regularly is to steer the conversation towards a topic that we know someone loves to talk about – in order to avoid talking about something else. For instance, I once had a gym trainer who spent much time talking about his split with his girlfriend. Initially sympathetic, I soon tired of hearing about it while trying to bench-press! During one tiring session, when he had been more professional and managed to contain his compulsive need to talk about the break-up, I decided to ask him about it – knowing that several minutes of physical rest would follow because he’d be too preoccupied to set up the next challenge! It was a conscious manipulation on my part to get a break from the workout.

         The most intense energy for seduction emerges from deep within the unconscious. Most of us have probably experienced this while talking to a friend and suddenly a subject that’s considered taboo is broached. There is a buzzing intensity in the space, an energetic boundary pushing into one’s awareness that says ‘Please do not go there’.

         People who have experienced significant trauma are very prone to this kind of defence. It is the nature of trauma to overwhelm a person. Trauma is something that is too large to handle and many people will develop powerful defences to avoid that space.

         One long-term client with significant prior trauma in her life, including a spell of hospitalization after a suicide attempt, initially tried to steer our conversations during consultation (sometimes lying in order to do so). After exhausting her conversational tactics to avoid focusing on her prior trauma, she began to pour a soporific energy into the space. Like squid inking the water around it, this miasma of sleepiness and apathy would just emanate from her. We were in a particularly contemplative stage of our work together where we would often sit in silence. I remember one session when the ink was so thick that for fifteen minutes I was fighting for air – just to stay awake and breathe was an achievement. Internal states of mind and feeling within my client were being externalized in the room. In her mind’s eye, she was a small child swimming in a river but not getting anywhere – and she recreated that feeling in the consulting room.

         The seduction that this client presented for a good number of weeks was a ‘sleepy nothing’ that was both restful and agitating at the same time. Once in the session we touched on the core trauma and made eye contact. Her face froze as she said hypnotically, ‘Well, it is because I am just bad and I will always fail.’ Another time the sleepy energy coming off her was so strong that I went to that liminal space where one is both awake and asleep. I watched myself there for a few moments and then roused myself to watch my client fall asleep in front of my eyes in the same upright posture in the chair. I listened to the sound of my client’s snores as I contemplated how, in traversing the sea of tiredness within me, it had returned to my client. The client had presented her unconscious conflict through the sleeping feeling enveloping the room. My seeing through that conflict had seen the sleepiness return and, instead of it being pushed outwards as a defence, had overtaken her instead.

         Self-consciousness: Mercury, the Sun and Moon

         
            Mercury reveals the way we organize and integrate our thoughts and our relationship to our immediate environment. The Sun symbolizes our central life-energy or our sense of significance of ourselves and our work. The Moon reflects our feelings of security learned from our childhood. Personal insecurity (Moon) can impact the sense of significance we have around our creative expression (Sun), which can then generate a self-conscious impairment of our ability to communicate (Mercury).

         

         When an astrologer is preparing and integrating so many facets for a consultation (the rigours of an astrological method and then preparing themselves, the space and the client for the work), the danger is that they can become overly self-conscious. Even as I prepare this list of potential traps, I’m unwittingly creating more information than the astrologer might wish to consider. The danger is that the astrologer becomes overwhelmed by all the different factors, both astrological and personal, that go to make the reading. An internal criticism or fear can then arise in the astrologer that they are not good enough because they have not covered it all. Without the crucible of experience to blend it naturally into one’s self-expression, the danger is that an astrologer endeavours to follow the procedure and the list of steps rather than to engage with the client naturally.

         The issue of self-consciousness can beset even the most experienced practitioner during a consultation, even if only momentarily. Forgetting to dialogue with the client can occur when an astrologer is weighing up multiple possible meanings of a chart placement, assessing the myriad factors in the client’s personal life and attempting to integrate the subtleties of the chart analysis with therapeutic efficacy. The counselling-orientated astrologer is certainly multitasking. The way through this is for an astrologer to develop their own approach to the material; to make it their own is to become comfortable and congruent within their own approach to their work and therefore to model through that work the rich potential of the authentic self. The authentic self emerges from within us when excessive self-consciousness recedes. It becomes easier to do this with practice.

         Inner Lacks: Saturn in Aspect to the Inner Planets

         
            Saturn rules boundaries or limitation – those needed in order for us to mature. This healthy maturation process can be disrupted by lack of support. This lack can generate insecurity (Moon) or internalized negative messages (Mercury), which can affect our sense of self-worth (Venus) and significance (Sun).

         

         Many good people experience the feeling of deficiency – lacking something important in their inner life. This is often related to childhood shame or anxiety in which genuine developmental needs were unmet. Yet this inner place also has parts of its origin within the collective sphere. One example is the teachings on original sin that saturated the western consciousness for centuries and that still trickle down to many through the collective unconscious.

         Some people have this sense of inner lack quite explicitly while some others are in denial of that space. But when an event triggers it, they go into unconscious shame or ‘see red’ in order to fight against the shame. I remember asking a client at a conference whether she was enjoying the event, and she said that she was smiling so much there that her face hurt at night. On asking why, I was told information that would change the course of our reading: that she always smiles when she feels anxious or lacking. This insight opened up the reading.

         It is not just clients who can feel this kind of anxiety. This inner lack can destabilize the astrologer, too. The astrologer might put on a brave face or bluff their way through because they are trying to deflect from their sense of inner deficiency. The danger is that they then miss what is occurring for the client because they are too wrapped up in their own subconscious process. Sometimes the inner lack creates a near-constant anxiety which challenges their authority and leaves them feeling as if they are incompetent or a fraud. The danger then is that the astrologer confuses the underlying anxiety with a real professional incompetence or issue of personal failure, when it is oftentimes an underlying emotional state that could be recognized as such and worked through. Much of what we experience as thinking is not thinking; rather, it is an anxious emotional state producing anxious thoughts.

         I have witnessed many times sincere students of astrology, who have a great deal of understanding to share with their clients, sabotaging their own potential to work with people by over-preparing every chart reading. I know some who spend six hours preparing for a ninety-minute consultation! This is clearly a ratio of time allocation that would make a professional practice unsustainable. This issue of over-preparation is linked to the feeling of inadequacy and to an overcompensatory drive to cover every eventuality or prepare every possible insight from the chart in order to ‘get it right’ with the client. There is no ultimate ‘right’. Much of this preparation stems from the fear of the route a consultation might take (‘Will I be able to live up to what is asked or expected of me?’): this is a fear of the unexpected as well as personal anxiety. The extended preparation is actually a form of subconscious anxiety. Learning counselling skills might begin to address the issue more directly than greater levels of investment or research into astrological methods.

         When it comes to the more profound sense of feeling underdeveloped, incomplete or lacking, the issue of how to resolve it is complex but very important. If astrologers genuinely wish to help people, they must commit to working on themselves!

         There are two ways to examine the issue of feeling an inner lack. The direct way to address this is to recognize that the true nature, the soul, is given by the grace of life. Made from divinity, a person’s true nature is inviolate. Contact with their true self provides the acceptance and fullness of being that can contain the empty space and begin to fill it. In simple terms, each one of us is a child of life and, like any sentient being, we are deserving of value.

         The more psychological approach is for an astrologer to recognize, through internal contemplation as well as through therapeutic support and alliances, the various missing components of their own developmental process and how to make reparation for those. In finding love, passion, commitment and joy in their own life, they can absorb the past experiences that were traumatic or incomplete and metabolize them within.

         The two approaches can of course be combined. In psychosynthesis, using Assagioli’s map of consciousness, the energy of the Self can support the centre of the personality – the ‘I’, as Assagioli called it – to integrate the various levels of the unconscious (lower, middle and higher). In simpler terms, an astrologer can see that the assertion of fundamental value begins to assist the step-by-step integration of the missing parts of their identity. My book The Soul Speaks: The Therapeutic Potential of Astrology covers more of this ground.

         To be clear, this inner lack is not an issue of competency or lack thereof: it is the missing pieces of the individual’s energy body – the pain of the loss of which can be experienced as if it were an issue of competency.

         Real or Imagined Incompetence: Saturn and Neptune

         
            Saturn represents the maturation process, while Neptune reflects our idealism and ultimate dreams. In order to mature (Saturn), we have to accept our real limitations and where we might need to do more work. Imagined incompetence can come from comparing ourselves to an ultimate ideal (Neptune) against which we never look that great.

         

         Real incompetence is not only very different from imagined incompetence, but also the pillar on which the imagined incompetence rests. The insight that we are missing a piece of knowledge can be resisted or it can be owned and remedied. Clearly, if an astrologer does not study, practise and develop an efficient and insightful approach, they are going to struggle to give an effective reading. This may sound obvious but it is not always spelled out. The issue of imagined incompetence more readily clarifies itself when we are less afraid of any real gaps in our awareness of our subject. The ability of the person to continue to learn can be supported by the insight that astrology is a subject of such vast complexity that all of us remain students on some core level.

         There is a worrying tendency among some astrologers to use the natal chart to judge whether someone would make a good astrologer. A young woman once told me that an astrologer had said she didn’t have the horoscope to be an astrologer because she was born with Mercury retrograde. The ignorance of this ‘interpretation’ is hopefully obvious to the reader. The charts of astrologers reveal a breathtaking variety of placements. A focus on the natal chart misses a much simpler and more direct approach. Does the person want to be an astrologer? Are they prepared to do the necessary work, study and practice that it takes to understand the subject sufficiently? This is just as relevant a concern as the birth chart!

         People will often rule themselves out before they even engage in serious study. This brings about the trap of imagined incompetence. Often linked to inner lacks, imagined incompetence is an expression of the resistance within the psyche to that which holds real value for the individual. That which we most value becomes the repository of our most intense shadow projections. ‘The shadow’ was Jung’s term for all the unresolved unconscious material that people drag around with them, not realizing how weighed down they were before even beginning their journey.

         Novelist Steven Pressfield, in The War of Art: Break Through the Blocks and Win Your Inner Creative Battles, makes the crucial point that the more important something is to you, the more likely you are to develop resistance to it. Imagined incompetence is often the central resistance that people have to expressing themselves with astrology. Far from just being an issue that manifests when people contemplate becoming professional astrologers, this is something that affects people even in their learning environments (the astrology classroom) and with peers and friends. People hold back because of all the ways that they compare their imperfect self to the myriad complexities and harmonies of the subject itself. So the beautiful, complex ‘swan’ astrology outshines the ‘ugly duckling’ of the imperfect student. Imagined incompetence is arguably the single greatest reason why so many committed and passionate students of astrology never practise. A sobering thought.

         Dialogue and Feedback: Mercury

         
            Mercury/Hermes in mythology was the winged messenger who relayed messages between all the other gods. Mercury allows all the parts of ourselves to communicate with each other as well as helping us to converse with others.

         

         This, our last topic for present purposes, takes a variety of forms. The counselling-orientated astrological approach works best as a dialogue between two people. If a practitioner wishes to do written reports or to record readings remotely there is an explicit tendency to work away from that dialogue. If a practitioner still wishes to engage these approaches then there are several issues that come up, three of which are summarized here:

         
            	The possibility of making mistakes. There are situations when the astrologer does a long reading for a client who has emailed the wrong birth data. Or when a client emails a question that is misunderstood by the astrologer and valuable time in an expensive reading is wasted. These are just two personally known examples. The tendency to make mistakes is mitigated by email dialogue prior to the recording/report but far from eradicated.

         

            	The tendency for the astrologer to follow their own method into territory that is symbolically coherent to them but less than useful or even problematic to the client. This lack of congruence between the client’s needs and the astrologer’s insights could occur even when the astrologer is ‘correct’ in their interpretation. There are, of course, times when the astrologer could just be plain wrong! Then there is no way of adjusting because the client is not present to correct them.

         

            	The fundamental power of a soliloquy, which can be a beautiful form of self-expression (famously, Hamlet’s great examples), is by definition an act that does not include anyone else. The client cannot ask further questions that might have arisen from what has already been shared, so there is no chance for the meaning to be explored and therefore built upon into a truly transformational picture for the client and practising astrologer.

         

         Feedback offers an astrologer insight into the efficacy of their practice. This is more than checking in with a client about whether the reading is useful. I tend to ask for feedback when there is still enough time remaining to make adjustments if the client is not finding the consultation very useful. Feedback is essential when astrologers start doing consultations. When a trainee therapist or counsellor starts out, they have extensive personal and group supervision and extensive feedback about their performance. This is missing from most astrologers’ development and can be the root of all sorts of issues, not least that the astrologer themselves feels isolated and cut off from a community. Even when an astrologer’s practice is going well, it can be hard to deal with the relative isolation of the work as well as the single-session component of much of it. After an intense, one-off session with a client, the astrologer may wonder what became of them and whether the consultation proved valuable to their development.

         There are many potential issues or traps that can befall the practising astrologer. I have identified just some of them in this essay, and I do so in an attempt to encourage the greatest degree of empowerment and choice in the practitioners of this great field.

         
            1. Sherman, M. D., & Thelen, M. H. (1998), Distress and professional impairment among psychologists in clinical practice. Professional Psychology: Research and Practice, 29, 79-85
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