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Reading Buber Together:  
Dialogical Process and Content 

 in Professional Training 
 

Alan Flashman 

As I was nearing my fortieth birthday, I began a journey of talking with 

adults who work in the mental health professions. At the time I thought 

“teaching” was a good word to describe this activity. I had filled myself with 

lots of theory, psychoanalytic and family systems, and wanted to impart the 

knowledge that I was excited about, some might call it to show off.  I was 

trying to integrate systems theory with self psychology, in other words 

trying to find the connection between how I get along with others and how 

I experience myself. It was a piece of theory, an answer that I was seeking 

as I surveyed books on my shelves, hoping that the missing link was 

awaiting discovery there. My eyes fell on Buber’s I and Thou. Like most of 

my peers in the 60’s, I had pretended to read it as a late adolescent and 

then was happy to let it collect dust. When I began reading, I went into 

something like a trance.  

“The world is twofold for man,” I read, and realized I had found not an 

answer but a new question. How is the world twofold for me? How is it 

twofold when I am with my loved ones?  With those who speak to me 
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seeking help? With those who listen to me seeking wisdom? This new 

question seemed to live in the space in which I was seeking a theory, an 

answer, but it did not exactly provide an answer. It kept the question open:  

To which of the two folds of living in the world do we give privilege in our 

mental health work, to saying You or to pinpointing It? 

Of course, I loved pinpointing It, and so I tried to convey to my listeners – in 

the first instance postgraduate women training in family therapy – this new 

theoretical link, that “family therapy should seek to restore the I-Thou 

experiences among family members, because it is within these experiences 

that people actually grow and change.” I was greeted by the awful silence 

of the blank gaze. I thought I could hear within this silence both rejection 

and reception, a yearning to make something of this, a fear of making 

something of this, and a wish to hear me say You. I recouped, “Let us ask 

ourselves if we can recognize experiences in deep conversation where we 

can say that the two of us have changed together, that we leave this 

moment different from how we were when we entered?” Now there was a 

fruitful silence of inward seeking. We were all touched to the core as we 

recalled and gave privilege to such experiences while participating in a 

“class”. 
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 Such was the origin of this journey. Over two and a half decades I have 

spoken with perhaps two thousand adults here in Israel “about” Buber’s I 

and Thou, I even retranslated it into readable Hebrew so that we could read 

it – parts of it – together. I would now like to collect and share with you my 

reflections on this process. 

What I was experiencing in my meetings was movement, by which I mean 

that relating to I and Thou as a text created a process between people in 

the room. My first observation was a general one that I observed in many 

groups over the years. A room full of aspiring mental health professionals 

eager to learn is not a “mellow” place. The human insecurity that 

professionals at this stage experience with regard to behaving responsibly 

towards another person’s suffering puts them on edge. This edge is often 

expressed in competition either regarding self-knowledge or technical 

“professional” knowledge, skills of the trade. Insecure competition would 

often create a dissonance in the classroom, people acting unkindly to each 

other in the name of learning to be better professionals.   It was this “edge” 

of competition that became much softer after the “class” on Buber. This 

had been neither my intention nor my anticipation. Truth be told, it always 

surprised me. The discussion of the text itself was often complex and 
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challenging, with many complaints about the unconventional and at first 

take obscure form of the composition. “But what is he telling us to do?” 

they asked. “Why can’t this be put more simply?” “What does philosophy 

have to do with helping people?” After reading a few dozen lines of I and 

Thou together, I would often ask the students to divide into pairs and to tell 

each other of a personal experience that seemed reflected in the text, and 

then to tell each other what it was like to listen to each other’s stories. 

They were to then tell each other what they felt they had learned from this 

exercise. After the exercise, students were far less troubled by the text, and 

expressed, “we don’t quite get it all but we want to get it more.” Even more 

significantly, the tone in the class as a group had changed. No one was 

competing about Buber. Of course, I had to consider the possibility that 

competition was eliminated because all the students were equally 

mystified. But they seemed grateful towards me, as If I had presented some 

gift which would come to be appreciated. They listened to each other’s 

different experiences with others, emotionally intimate experiences, they 

listened to differences and understood that each person takes this text to 

her life in a different way.  
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From that moment, students were constantly referring back to Buber, 

usually not to the text, but to their understanding of the importance of the 

I-You realm of existence. They would see how families and other human 

groups are at their best when they support such relating and how they 

suffer when they are too frightened to take the chance.  As they asked 

themselves what would be the role of the professional in fostering such I-

You moments, these students entered into a different phase of relating to 

their future clients and to themselves. The words transformation 

(Verwandlung) – a Buberian word from Daniel – and choosing a destiny 

(Bestimmung) – a Buberian word from I and Thou- are needed to denote all 

the levels of change that took place.  

However, such would be a rather fuzzy and global – perhaps Buberian – 

way to put it. Allow me now to attempt to understand the components of 

this transformation. I promise I will try to put the whole back together after 

discussing its parts. For the sake of clarity, I will here describe this process 

as it was expressed in a group of two dozen senior guidance counselors 

with whom I met over this past year, for a total or 15 four hour sessions 

devoted to learning to supervise their younger peers. 



6 
 

I want to point to four components of this change: 

First, in the realm of control, of means and ends. It is no secret that the 

“mental health” professions have always been bedeviled with how to 

define the goal of treatment. Here Buber brings the students closer to 

Freud, who said that psychoanalysis relieves one of neurosis and leaves one 

with everyday human misery. In confronting Buber, the goal of treatment  

becomes to relieve or free people from their subservience to the “It-world” 

of third person relationships and make room for the wholly free realm of 

second person “You” relations. The clinician does not construct or create; 

he breaks down limitations and sets the client free. As such, treatment is 

only a means, never an ends. The putative goals of many educational 

psychologists, to create a proper structure, to teach proper relating, to end 

a symptom or to solve a problem, melt back into means, while all the 

problem solving or new structures either serve as a platform for I-You 

relating, or else they seem to lack meaning. And the therapist recognizes 

that the goal has to be one of release and freeing, because the I-You 

relationship is by definition completely free, not in the sense of free from 

responsibility (a distraction stemming from Levinas), but free from control. 
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The aspiring clinician is humbled; she cannot achieve her goal unless she 

relinquishes all aspirations to achieve it directly. 

This change brought with it new anxieties. Students asked, but am I not 

expected to make a plan, to run the program, to make things change? True, 

at this time in Israel, that is indeed the expectation – be practical, get 

results, be quick and cheap (cost-effective) if you can.  So the students 

confronted a gap and felt the great responsibility of making a choice, 

choosing a destiny. 

Second, in the realm of the engagement of the clinician as a person. 

Mental health professions have long been troubled by the question of the 

personal engagement of the therapist in her work. There have always been 

claims that it is the “relationship” that heals and opposite claims that it is 

good clean surgical technique that heals. After the encounter with Buber, 

students understood that personal “presence” is an essential and 

irreducible element in helping others towards mutual presence. The 

confusing questions about “loving” one’s patients were rerouted from 

“how one feels” to “how one relates.” To say “You” to a client was not only 

acceptable but necessary, and no one says “you” without the “I” of “I-You.” 
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Since the “I” if “I-You” is neither controlling nor engulfing, since the “I” does 

not take from the “you” but rather both are mutually constructive, the 

therapist can join in mutual presence as a relationship that is freeing for 

herself as well as for her client – freeing from  the bounds of the secure It-

world.  Through encounter with Buber, students were able to come  closer 

to the understanding that the therapist’s presence means that the therapist 

actually engages in personal change  in her encounters with clients, not 

professional insights or countertransference, but real honest to God 

personal change. They were even able to approach the notion that the 

most secure evidence for a mutually present encounter is the experience of 

change within the therapist. Students became less frightened of their 

clients, less protective of themselves, freer to engage in personal presence 

as a way to enlist the personal presence of the client.  

Let me illustrate. Just last month, this group of seasoned school guidance 

counselors was discussing “impossible” cases. The discussion focused as 

usual – at first – on the difficulties with a belligerent and demanding 

mother who would not take no for an answer. We easily crashed into the 

corner, blaming the client and justifying the well-meaning counselor and - 

finding no recourse. I asked if perhaps during the year anyone had ever 
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tried something different connected to what we were studying. One 

woman hesitated and said that she found it hard to present her experience; 

perhaps it would seem not “professional” enough. There was such a father, 

and she felt that perhaps Buber would have encouraged her to speak 

directly as a person with this father about how she experienced herself in 

her meetings with him. She looked around, I thought, to see if such a 

suggestion would be considered unprofessional. Reassured by a room full 

of wonder, she continued. “I told him that I found myself dreading our 

meetings; that I felt attacked and disparaged.” She said this with evident 

emotion; she felt she was taking a risk, allowing this seemingly belligerent 

man to know that his belligerence “was working.”  The class was 

spellbound. Close to tears, she said that the father was surprised and silent 

for a moment. He said, “No one has ever said this to me this way. I can 

understand how it is for you. I am so troubled by what I have done, but I 

have never been able to hear it. What can we do to work together to help 

my child?”   The woman looked around the silent room apologetically, but 

met with eyes full of admiration. After a brief and pregnant silence, the 

woman who was presenting her “impossible” mother said, “I just had a new 

thought. Maybe I personally feel that I agree with this mother’s critique of 
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our school’s responses, but I had been afraid to recognize this and speak 

honestly with her. How can I expect her to speak openly with me if I cannot 

be honest with her?” The “I” of “I-YOU” was being reborn yet again in real 

time. 

The third component is in the realm of the relationship of treatment to 

time. The temporal punctuation of experience is an area of confusion in 

world of emotional treatment. Clinicians since Freud have been suspicious 

of sudden change and have tended to favor a model of slow and gradual 

incremental alterations. This has led to a tendency for therapists to give 

privilege to content over process, focusing on what has changed more than 

on when and how the change takes place. Therapists assume a process of 

inner change in the client, invisible and untouched, that is at most 

stimulated, provoked or facilitated by the interventions of the therapist.  

I and Thou creates a different punctuation of time. Here there is oscillation 

– or better, turns in a spiral -  between the I-You and the I-It moments. 

Privilege is given to the I-You moments as the time and place in which real 

change takes place. This change is mutual and experienced by both parties. 

If we look at the example in the previous section, we will see that the 
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woman who spoke of how she confronted the father spoke of a moment of 

mutuality, not a “treatment plan.” She was willing to see the value in 

creating a moment of mutuality, able to appreciate the non-linear 

character of such moments. Their existence has intrinsic value. This 

understanding allowed the group to develop moments of mutuality 

between members of the group, and between group members and the 

facilitator.  

Fourth and intimately connected to the punctuation of time, is the realm of 

separation. Moments of deep mutuality are but moments. As one learns to 

enter them, so one learns to leave them. As words are a clumsy vehicle to 

convey the temporal aspect of experience, allow me here to show you the 

visual tool that I was fortunate to come upon around the time that I started 

on this long journey. It is a statue called Muliform by Safed sculptor 

Jonathan Darmon, to whom I am grateful for his permission to show his 

work over the decades. Here you can see, if you wish, a visual depiction of 

an I-You moment. The male and female figures are in deep connection with 

each other and each within him or herself. (Since 2000 I have been 

apologizing for the size discrepancy, the woman depicted as more minute.) 
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Now let me read you the core text from I and Thou, as you engage in 

synesthesia by watching the screen. 

“But such is the sublime melancholy of our lot, that in our world, every You 

must become an It.” 

 

 

Because the deep mutuality that we establish with others is fleeting, in the 

very entering into relation we take upon ourselves to suffer the pain of loss. 

For me, and for many of my students, this insight came as a deep and 

wonderful surprise, because it put into words what many have felt but did 

not know how to express. My students began to recognize more fully that 

both they and the people they work with undertake an important 

experience of pain together. One woman in the group asked, “Don’t our 

clients have enough suffering already. Who am I to add more to their 
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burden?” Another asked, “No wonder many people avoid a deep meeting, 

to avoid the inevitable pain of separation.” Yet another, “I also have trouble 

with this burden, perhaps I avoid these meetings to spare myself the pain 

of separation.” She made this last statement to me, and she and I 

experienced the meeting and the separation in this moment. 

I think that students needed to appreciate these components in the order 

that I have presented them, following the logic of I and Thou. To propose to 

these students at the outset that they experience “sublime melancholy” 

when moments of mutuality with clients are interrupted would be to invite 

rejection out of hand. The “sublime melancholy” becomes approachable 

only once the freedom of mutuality, the personal engagement in mutuality, 

and the temporal limit of moments of mutuality are appreciated. Then the 

pain becomes recognizable and can be shared.  I think that is with 

recognition of this pain that the tone in the room changes. Only then are 

students able to recognize that they enter into inevitable sublime 

melancholy when they establish mutuality among themselves, with the 

facilitator or with clients. This is a melancholy with a voice, it is given 

privilege and overt expression. Actually this pain is the gate to entering into 

the realm of I and You, because this pain is present, people have felt it, but 
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its expression was never given privilege, never shared. I think students feel 

a deep relief to give expression to this pain, and this relief allows them to 

come closer to the other components that are necessary to the recognition 

of the pain of separation. Thus there is a spiral of growth in the room: 

freedom, engagement and temporality make separation recognizable. Once 

separation is recognized, then temporality, engagement and freedom are 

better understood.  

I hope the terms transformation and choice of destiny have by now 

achieved full meaning. The students before their encounter with Buber 

hoped to become powerful changers of men, armed with powerful 

techniques, and able to create lasting linear change among people. After 

Buber, they became human beings who hope to free their fellows from 

their enslavement to controlling It relations, unarmed and open to seeking 

a second-person You encounter with family members, giving full privilege 

to moments of co-creation that occur between therapist and client and 

especially and freely between family members.  

I want to close with something I had the privilege of hearing from  my 

friend and teacher Reb Zalman Schachter, whose 1st yahrzeit is approaching 
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and to whose memory I dedicate this talk. Reb Zalman called me up when 

he noticed I was scheduled to give a talk about I and Thou  several years 

back. “It is impossible, you know,” he said. He went on to explain that at 

the 10th yahrzeit in 1975, he presented a “labs” with active exercises, 

because I and You is something that people do, not talk about. As we talked 

further I read between Zalman’s and Buber’s lines and was brought to say, 

“Actually, I and Thou is not a book, it is not written like a book, it is a labs.” 

Zalman knew how to sigh in a way that acoustically expressed a smile. So I 

realized that by reading I and Thou with students, I had been performing a 

“labs” all along. It is to Buber’s everlasting credit that two words or really 

just one “basic word”, I-You, can create such deep transformation and 

choice of destiny, perhaps more today than ever before. 


