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Week 114, Day 1: Shelly Harrell 

How to Acknowledge and Reconcile Different Perspectives 

Dr. Buczynski: When might it be useful to share personal information with a client? 

A couple of weeks ago, Dr. Shelly Harrell explained that she is open to answering some personal questions 

about herself. 

Here, Shelly explains one reason why she might choose to share personal details with a client. 

Dr. Harrell:  I see a lot of couples, so a lot of the cases that come to mind for me are couples’ cases. A little 

while back I had an interfaith couple; the wife was born and raised Christian and the husband was born and 

raised Muslim. They didn’t come in saying, “We have conflict because of 

the interfaith issues,” but it was there. They had some conflict around 

child-rearing. They had some issues that had to do with “families of 

origin,” was how they framed it. Culture is transmitted, and religion is 

often transmitted, in the familial context. 

What was important to them was to get a sense of who I was religiously, 

so I created space in the first session for them to ask questions. I’ll often say to clients, “I’m a stranger to you 

and we’re sitting here. Part of therapy is being able to trust who you’re working with and your comfort level. 

I want you to feel comfortable. Is there anything you want to ask me?” 

They wanted to understand what I thought about interfaith relationships: How religious was I? What was my 

religious background? Those sorts of issues. In that situation I did share some basic information because I felt 

it was pretty central to them being able to dive into the work and not carry some fears: Am I favoring one 

religious tradition or the other?  How familiar am I with this? Do I judge them…. or putting less emphasis on 

their religious traditions?  

Dr. Buczynski:  If you are religious, it’s likely that you’re going to be someone’s but not the other someone’s. 

Dr. Harrell:  Right. Absolutely. But that’s real – right? 

Dr. Buczynski:  Right. So how did that come up? How did that work out? 

“What was important to 

them was to get a sense 

of who I was religiously, 

so I created space in the 

first session for them to 

ask questions.” 
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Dr. Harrell:  When I judge it could be potentially in the best interest of the case to share, part of what I’m 

saying is “There may be things that I may not understand about your experiences. Part of what I’m ‘outing,’ 

so to speak, is what I think is a given. What’s real is we’re all biased in 

some ways based on the lens through which we see the world.” I 

don’t particularly think it’s possible to be this neutral, 100 percent 

objective person. My experience is that it helps clients feel more 

relaxed to acknowledge, “There may be some things I don’t know 

about your experience. Maybe my experience has been a little bit 

different.” [I] try to be as genuine and authentic as I can about that 

rather than give some illusion that I’m absolutely neutral. That’s not possible for any of us as human beings. 

I disclosed that I was raised in Christianity, and was more familiar with Christianity than with the Muslim 

faith, but that I have family members who are Muslim so I do have some familiarity. I tried to be as disclosing 

of what my familiarity was so they could have a sense of where I’ve come from, what my lenses have been, 

and what I’ve been exposed to. 

I don’t remember that they had a particular negative or positive response but just a sense of, “Okay. Okay.” I 

worked with this couple for quite a while. Their religious stories of spiritual development were a big part of 

their narrative of their relationship. While they were different traditions, their spiritual development and 

spiritual journey were very shared. They related to their own upbringing – that they experienced that very 

similarly. [They both] journeyed away from their religious upbringing then back to the faiths they were born 

with. Even though there were differences in the faiths, that was a place of joining for them.  

I think they wanted to know I felt comfortable talking about it. Their actual interpretation of their struggles 

was not “Because we’re an interfaith couple, that’s why we’re having problems;” but their faith traditions 

were important to understand and talk about, and their 

relationship with their faith, as we talked about their marriage.  

I think being open [is] what makes a great first session. For them I 

think it was very important to feel like they could inquire about 

that. There’s a lot of judgment in the world around religion and religious beliefs, and I think they needed to 

feel like therapy was not going to be a place of judgment. Some people would feel judgment about – and 

they had experienced this – [being] an interfaith couple and, “How could they possibly have fidelity to their 

faith if they made this choice?” I think they really wanted to have a sense of where I was coming from with 

“I try to be as genuine and 

authentic as I can rather 

than give some illusion that 

I’m absolutely neutral. 

That’s not possible for any 

of us as human beings.” 

“I tried to be disclosing of 

what my familiarity was so 

they could have a sense of 

what I’ve been exposed to.” 
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that issue.  

Dr. Buczynski: As Shelly points out, transparency can go a long way when meeting with a client for the first 

time. 

Tomorrow, we’ll look at how addressing these particular inner parts can help our clients better understand 

their experiences. 

But right now, I want to hear from you. How can you use what you just heard in your practice today? 

Please share your thoughts in a comment below. 

And I’ll see you tomorrow. 


