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Letter from the editors 

One of the great pleasures in life is sharing with another person something memo-
rable that has happened to us. Often, the very act of articulating our stories aloud or on paper 
deepens our understanding of the significance of our experiences, giving us a better sense of 
clarity, hope and comfort. Indeed, the art of Focusing involves discovering clues to stories 
hidden in our bodies, stories whose emerging details are often facilitated by the presence of 
an attentive listener. All of us, both as Focusers and Listeners, have witnessed extraordinary 
tales which, for the most part, are seldom ever shared with a larger public . . . so that made 
us wonder . . . would members of our community actually be willing to write so personally 
about one Focusing Session that transformed their lives? 

In answer to our request, many Focusers enthusiastically told us that, yes, there had 
indeed been one extraordinarily significant session in their lives that stood out because the 
story illuminated an unexpected answer to a very difficult or convoluted dilemma, or trans-
formed the way they viewed an issue. 

From the beginning of the call for papers, we had in mind the idea of an aha-moment 
that would never be forgotten, or better said, would always be remembered so we adopted 
this colorful term, aha as the distinguishing hallmark of the kind of memoirs we were 
seeking. 

It is our pleasure in this Folio to have been the Listener to so many wonderful and 
touching stories, and an even greater pleasure to work with so many talented writers. We 
learned about the many hours they spent creatively shaping their stories so that you, the 
reader, could follow not only the factual details, but would also be able to sense the affective 
power and impact of these Focusing aha’s.

The thoughtful crafting of a memory into a publishable story involves many ques-
tions to consider for both the writers, and for us as editors: How to start and end? What 
to leave in—or out? What to elaborate upon? Which words best evoke the fullness of the 
moment? Would direct quotations or conversational summaries best hold the readers’ atten-
tion? Should the tone be suspenseful or poignant or humorous or matter-of-fact? When is the 
story too long, or for that matter, too short? 

As a guide, we offered our writers several literary descriptions of a memoir (our 
favorite being “an informal recollection of an event as if you were telling it at the kitchen 
table!”) In addition, we also asked our writers to include a reflection of what this particular 
aha session taught them about the Focusing process itself. We think you will be as edified 
as we were to read the insightful, often highly original pieces of wisdom that arose from so 
many touching personalized experiences in this Folio issue, memoirs: stories of one Aha 
transformational focusing experience.
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So, we are now ready, with much delight, to present to you 47 (yes 47!) wonderfully 
written memories—memoirs—from members of our Focusing community. Traditionally, at 
this juncture in our Editor’s Letter, we list all of the contributing writers and give a short 
synopsis about their contributions. However, with 47 entries, we were not prepared (and 
didn’t think you were either) for 47 write-ups!

Hence, what we will say instead is that the diversity of insight, growth, change, and 
inspiration is both heartfelt and often astounding. Some of the memoirs are very serious, of 
difficult and painful experiences that were transformed through the process of Focusing. 
Others are genuinely amusing and will make you smile from ear to ear. And, for the first 
time, some of the writers have included a variety of wonderful drawings and pictures, mak-
ing this edition of The Folio particularly memorable, both visually, as well as in a felt way.

We hope that you will enjoy reading these wonderful memoirs as much as we have, 
and feel both inspired and uplifted to have been privy to these very personal events and 
felt-shifts. Now it is your turn to enjoy and listen to the following stories, and maybe reflect 
upon some of your own special, memorable aha moments.

With regards from your editors,

     

Bala Jaison, Ph.D.      Paula Nowick, Ed. D.

Senior Editor     Managing Editor
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The Magic QuesTion

Elizabeth Abraham

This session happened toward the end of the Focusing Summer School in 2012. Even 
though I trained in Whole Body Focusing with Kevin McEvenue and have been doing it for 
many years, I signed up for his morning sessions. It was a wonderfully rich experience to 
have the luxury of Focusing every morning for a week and to be with Kevin and his ever-
deepening presence. 

In sessions earlier in the week I had often experienced tightness in my eyes, my throat 
and my chest. As I stayed with the sensations and opened up to the larger support of my 
whole body, the tensions had released with no story attached. I believe that these early ses-
sions were my body’s way of making sure I could be present with whatever came before it 
felt safe enough to let me know the story behind the pain.

In the Magic Question session I began by standing. My partner stood facing me, hold-
ing the space. First I got in touch with the feeling of the ground supporting my feet, my legs, 
and my whole body. After a short time I noticed a tightness in and around my eyes and in the 
centre of my chest. The tightness in my chest soon became pain. I felt vulnerable standing 
up with my chest exposed. I needed to protect myself.

I widened my stance, squatted on my haunches, supported my elbows on my knees, 
and covered my eyes with my palms. I stayed in that position for what seemed like a long 
time, rocking myself back and forth. This felt soothing and comforting. After a while I stood 
up again. My eyes felt more relaxed, but the pain in my chest had intensified. I put my hands 
on my chest. Something in me wanted to be held and supported as it felt its pain. 

An image of my sisters came to me. Tears flowed. I said, “They’ll never see me.” 
Something in me felt I’d never be able to connect with them. The place in my chest, in my 
heart, felt deeply sad. More tears flowed. Then I heard myself say, “It wasn’t my fault that 
I had to take care of them, had to be responsible for them, and that I resented them. I was a 
child myself.” I held the part of me that was so sad, despondent and hopeless about anything 
ever being different between my sisters and myself. 

Then my partner asked the magic question, “Is there something in you that knows 
what support it needs even though you don’t?” I waited with the question, allowing it to 
sink into me. Soon I felt the support from my whole body, from my partner, and from the 
environment around me in a completely new way. A vision came to me of all the people who 
do see me, who do love me. I felt my arms open wide to embrace them all. This larger me 
knew that whatever happens, it’s ok. I can be with and accept this sad part of myself—even 
if it stays sad forever. 

I opened my eyes, smiled at my partner and thanked her. I felt something resolve in 
this session that had been inside for a long time. Over the years I’ve done a lot of work on my 
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relationship with my sisters using Focusing, Active Imagination, Dream work and journal-
ing. I had come to a place in which I thought the issues had been resolved. I no longer felt 
upset when I thought about our lack of connection or felt a need to make up for the past. I 
believed I had accepted the situation as it was. The fact that the pain in my chest was related 
to a deep sadness about this issue came as a surprise. I had successfully hidden the sadness 
away in such a deep place that I was no longer aware of it.

And the outcome was also a surprise. I felt a genuine acceptance and love for the 
part of me that feels sad about the situation. I could certainly understand why it would feel 
so sad. Yet I no longer had a need to resolve it, understand it, or do anything about it. The 
transformation came with acceptance, and with my ability to be with the sad part of myself 
with love and compassion. 

In this session I was once again struck by how important it is for me to allow myself 
to shift physically in order to be able to shift emotionally. I am a kinesthetic person. Whole 
Body Focusing gives me permission to stand, squat, move, lie down, and do whatever my 
body needs to do in order for the painful part of me to feel contained. In this session it felt 
safe after I squatted down and rocked myself with my hands over my eyes. 

I was also reminded of how powerful it is to have a Focusing partner. For many years 
I met regularly with a partner, but for the last few years I’ve been Focusing on my own. 
It’s now part of my life to Focus with the parts of myself that are experiencing unease. In 
the Magic Question exchange, my partner had Focused first. I knew nothing about her life 
before we began, but it turned out that she was the eldest in a family of three girls, like 
me. Her session was about a very different issue, but when she talked about her sisters, it 
sparked the issue that had been lurking under the surface of my awareness for so long. I then 
remembered that my partners’ issues had often triggered a memory or sensation in me that 
needed attention when it came to my turn. 

The transformative shift in this session came when my partner asked the magic ques-
tion, “Is there something in you that knows what support it needs even though you don’t?” 
This question opened me up to the larger world. Yes, there is something in me that knows 
that I need the support of the trees, the earth, the people in my life who see me in a more 
complete way than perhaps my sisters will ever see me. I need the support of the universe 
beyond my own senses. And I have that support. With that wide, deep, expansive “knowing”, 
I am aware that I am much bigger than my pain. I have so much support that I can be with 
every part of me, accept it, love it, and support it in whatever way it needs me to. 

Elizabeth founded the Vision Education Centre in Toronto in 1991, and in 1998 became a 
certified Focusing Trainer. She finds Focusing invaluable in helping her students release 
the emotional stress that often impedes clear vision. Elizabeth is a member of the Asso-
ciation of Vision Educators and the Focusing Institute, and also co-founder of the Vision 
Educator Training Institute. 

For information: www.visioneducators.com Email: elizabeth@ca.inter.net

Phone: 416-599-9202

http://www.visioneducators.com/
mailto:elizabeth@ca.inter.net
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MeMoirs: The space BeTween 

Sarah Bean

inTroducTion

This is the first time I have told my story in the context of my life. I have told parts of 
it to friends, but I have not put it all together before.

The Focusing experience took place on a warm June day sitting under a tree in the 
garden of an old manor house on the last full day of a Treasure Maps to the Soul Retreat. 
I will start by telling you a little about my life before the Focusing session that changed it 
for ever.

For as long as I can remember I have passed out occasionally never fully under-
standing why. More recently I had understood that it is a form of dissociation—a complete 
avoidance—when something in me feared being overwhelmed, as some animals do when 
their lives are in danger and they ‘play dead’ or freeze. I also became aware of many smaller 
incidents of dissociation when I completely missed words others said because they were 
associated with things that something in me was avoiding. I wanted to be able to accompany 
others as they explored their own experiences, and I knew that in order to do that I, myself, 
needed to be able to feel safe.

For years I had avoided managers (and anyone else who seemed to only notice me if 
I got things wrong) by working hard and trying always to follow rules and get everything 
right. If I didn’t know how to do something I was expected to do, I would react as though 
my life was in danger, with my heart rate racing and whole body shaking. What I feared 
most was getting something wrong, and not realizing I had, until someone else pointed 
it out. A few weeks before, I had unexpectedly been replaced at work by someone more 
experienced than I was. Something in me had understood this situation to mean that I had 
been getting things wrong, and that I wasn’t considered good enough. I felt as though I had 
been dismissed and found it impossible to go near the place when my replacement was there 
and difficult to go even when she wasn’t there. I thought that I might have to leave although 
no one had asked me to, despite the fact that I knew that several people wanted me to stay.

Through years of trying to understand my behavior, I knew that my extreme reactions 
were likely to be connected to a past trauma, not to things I was experiencing now, but I 
had no idea then what it was. I also knew that it was likely to be something hidden in a part 
of me I had lost, maybe because the trauma happened when I was too young to have any 
conscious memory. 

I have used the Focusing process and Thinking at the Edge (TAE) to explore many 
areas of my life that I’ve wanted to understand, and I knew that I was very close to the place 
that something in me feared. I had explored all round the issue from many different angles, 
but it remained a part of me that I could only observe from a distance.
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I read The Radical Acceptance of Everything which helped me to get closer to my 
exiled parts, and Levine’s Waking the Tiger which explained how trauma is experienced 
in the body. Both of these books confirmed that Focusing with someone who could safely 
accompany me into that place I couldn’t go to alone was what I needed to do. When I dis-
covered that there was a ‘Treasure Maps to the Soul Retreat’ starting the following month, 
I booked a place.

Although I had no memory of any traumatic experiences in my life, I had been told 
as child, and several times since, that I had screamed continuously until I was six months 
old, and that my mother had nearly thrown me out of a window. This story had no personal 
meaning for me; it was as though it had happened to someone else, and anyway, nothing 
did happen.

Just before the session I felt a shift when I understood for the first time that the part of 
me that protected me as a baby had continued to do so all through my life.

The Focusing experience

When I think of that hour under the old tree, I remember feeling that there was some-
thing I had been looking for all my life—and I had found it. It felt almost too good to be true, 
and at the same time, I knew it was real. I knew that the frightened part was there, but until 
that session it had been a sort of parallel life, one that I did not know how to be with. In this 
particular session we met, and stayed together, and ‘we’ began to learn for the first time to 
work together.

My Focusing partner that day was someone I had only met a few days before; this was 
the first time we had Focused together. He was experienced in Peter Levine’s way of treating 
trauma, something I knew could be helpful. I remember a strong sense of his presence and 
knowing that he was with me throughout the session. I had my eyes closed and no memory 
of what he said, but I heard his voice.

I have used the notes I wrote soon after the session to fill in some details that connect 
the memories. 

The session started with a very small and faint image of the baby about to be thrown 
out of the window. I wanted to stay with the image as I knew how important it was—the baby 
was me—and as I described her, tears came, and a pain in my throat. I continued describing 
in words everything as it came, and as the pain in my throat subsided, there were various 
waves of numbness, tingling and of dizziness. 

Everything went quiet for a while, and then something new appeared, criticizing me 
for running away from my fear and being pathetic for being so afraid when nothing had 
actually happened. When I repeated the harsh criticism out loud, more tears came. At one 
stage it felt as if I would pass out. I asked my partner for grounding. He reminded me of my 
feet, and the dizziness subsided as I connected with his voice and the birds singing in the 
garden. 
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I felt like I wanted to stand up and stretch, and as I stood, I sensed the strength in my 
legs. I realized that those legs weren’t there when I was a baby, and I couldn’t have walked 
away from danger. A trembling kept erupting from somewhere deep within me and spread 
outwards through my whole body to my fingers and toes. It felt as though huge amounts of 
long trapped energy had been released—as if a volcano had erupted and a part of me had 
been set free.

Over an hour later when the deep trembling had subsided I wrote, “That was the most 
healing Focusing session I’ve ever had. There were huge shifts and they are still happening.”

why This session was so signiFicanT To Me

Until that session I could not understand why I so often reacted as if my life was 
in danger (usually when I had made a mistake or didn’t know how to do something I was 
expected to do). I was also sometimes suddenly overwhelmed without knowing why, and 
could pass out for reasons no one could fully understand. I had known the story about 
nearly being thrown out of the window because I screamed all the time for as long as I can 
remember. Other family members knew it too, but the story had always been told without 
any emotion, as if it was of no significance whatsoever. But as I Focused this time, I was able 
for the first time to feel and express the fear I could not understand before. The story of the 
baby became my story, and welcomed as a valued and very important part of me.

whaT The session TaughT Me aBouT The Focusing 
process/pracTice

This was the first time that I had used Focusing as a way to gain access to a body 
memory before I had any conscious memory allowing those reactions to trauma to change.

In this session I learned that something in which no physical injury occurred had 
indeed been remembered and had affected me all my life—and—that it could be healed 
through Focusing. I thought that I knew about building relationships, but the one I started 
to build in this session was different from any other. Until the fear became a baby, I had no 
other to be with and relate to.

For as long as I can remember I’ve tried to cross facets as a way to try to understand 
my experiences, so once again I’ve crossed these facets, this time with a film, ‘The Space 
Between’.

In the film, there is a memorable image of two people, a child and an adult holding 
hands and walking away together, two previously lost people who have found what they 
needed, someone they can be with and who can be with them. That image resonates with my 
felt sense of being with the part of me I lost as a baby—a part I didn’t know I was looking 
for until I found it.

Before the session there was something in me that doubted whether such a small 
incident, one in which I had come to no physical harm, could have had such a huge impact 



6 • The Folio • 2013

on my life, and for a while I wondered if I had perhaps had another traumatic experience, 
as well. But I knew in that session that the only trauma was the experience of nearly being 
thrown out of a window by my mother. However, the experience was traumatic, not because 
my life had been in immediate danger—it hadn’t—but because I no longer trusted my mother 
as someone safe to be with. I now understood that my deepest fear was that I would lose me. 

Ever since I have only been partly me with my mother, and with anyone who reminds 
me of her, I try to be almost invisible. Every time since, when I have reacted as though my 
life was in danger, it has been when I again feared losing me because it wasn’t safe to be me.

how My liFe has changed

I had another that’s-it moment when I understood that all my life something in me 
has been looking for people who want to be with me and whom I want to be with. These are 
people who welcome all of me and with whom I feel safe to be me. 

Knowing what I need has given me the confidence to do things that I could not have 
done before. I know that I need to do everything as a whole person, and if it doesn’t feel safe 
exploring on my own, then I need to be with someone who is not afraid to accompany me. 

As I have told my story, it has grown and changed, and I’ve noticed other ways that 
the Focusing experience has changed my life. Earlier in another Focusing session, I had 
become aware of several safe islands in my life, places where it was alright to be me and to 
be seen. These were places where I felt whole, but it is only now that I realize that my life is 
no longer divided into islands with unsafe gaps in between—it is all one. I know how my life 
is connected and how to stay safe and whole. The entire experience, and what I learned from 
it, was so very exciting to me—and still is!

reFerences
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Anger Becomes Assertion Power

Janet Beggs, M.A.

I would like to tell you about a Focusing session that transformed my relationship 
with anger. This Focusing session was so profound for me because until this point in my 
life I had difficulty acknowledging strong feelings of anger, and when I did, anger came 
accompanied with anxiety and helplessness. Murmurs of anger rising felt threatening. Since 
this transformative Focusing session, I experience anger as the empowering, positive force it 
is in essence. I feel safer and correspondingly less anxious, knowing I am better equipped to 
protect and take care of myself. I now realize that without access to that naturally occurring 
anger/assertion power response, I could not feel safe in the world. 

In the days leading up to the session, the tension in my body had been building. I 
knew something significant was on the edge of consciousness, and Focusing on my own was 
not touching it at the place that might give rise to forward movement. I had a hunch it was 
connected to interactions I’d recently had with a group of students in a college class that I 
was teaching. I can easily describe how it felt in my body: tight, especially in my solar plexus 
(where I feel almost everything), tension down the sides of my legs and in my jaw, aching 
muscles in my neck reaching into the base of my skull, and an increasing fuzziness in my 
head, almost headachy. I could sense an angry energy and a kind of dread. This is where I 
started my Focusing session—with what I knew and was sensing.

I was even more grateful than usual for this Focusing time with my good friend, 
Mette, in Australia. Mette and I had both come to be awed by the power of Focusing and 
had trained under the masterly mentorship of Nada Lou. Focusing is an essential component 
of our daily lives, and we try to connect by phone once a week now that I live in Canada. 
On this particular occasion, we spent some time catching up as friends do. As we started 
moving into our Focusing exchange, I could feel anxiety in me growing. I asked to Focus 
first because my ability to listen was compromised by the uncomfortable tension in my body. 

After setting the intention to go slowly with whatever was inside me, I asked the 
leading-in question that comes from the Bio Spirituality tradition developed by Ed McMa-
hon and Peter Campbell: “Is it OK to be with this?” I didn’t even finish the question before 
sensing a resounding “Yes, PLEASE give me attention,” coming from inside. 

The felt sense around anger was there, and yet calling more strongly for attention was 
the inside place giving rise to anxiety. I let it know I knew it was really anxious and worried 
about something. A slight shift occurred. It liked being described as “worried” rather than 
“anxious,” as if it was being validated for having a tangible reason to be troubled. Over 
the next moments, it let me know it was worried about something indescribably dreadful 
happening and that this was connected with the ‘angry’ energy. I gently acknowledged its 
serious concern and thanked it for doing what it does to look out for me, to keep me safe. 
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This place seemed to be settling, although still watchful. The felt sense around anger, a kind 
of tightness in my solar plexus, came more into my awareness.

It seemed important to inquire into how it wanted me to be with it; “Just be with me, 
hold me, nothing needing doing,” it responded. The strength of the anger feeling grew some 
and stretched my capacity to be mindfully present with it (and with Mette holding the space 
at the other end of the phone). Then the magic happened. Subtly at first, the tension-held 
energy started to flow and open up. As it did so the associated worry melted, giving way to 
a bliss I don’t remember ever knowing. Oh, it felt wondrous to let this feeling flow! It offered 
a new name for what I had called anger: Assertion Power. Assertion Power—yes!—that 
resonates perfectly. It seemed to like being perceived as a positive force, indicating to me 
that it was a good and healthy thing to feel this Assertion Power. Each time Mette, as the 
listener, said those two words back to me, I felt stronger and stronger. 

Once the Assertion Power felt fully received, I invited whatever else wanted to be 
known about this Assertion Power and the life situation that stirred it. I realized the feel-
ing was my natural organismic response to being treated impersonally and disrespectfully, 
albeit subtly, by this group of students. In my perception, they were relating to me as an 
object to sanction whatever they decided they wanted, with little regard for the implications 
for me or others. Thank goodness for my newly found Assertion Power! I knew then I could 
stand stronger, with integrity, in the face of these students’ demands. Also within me, a 
quieter source of fear—of accommodating the students out of feeling threatened—breathed 
a sigh of relief as I fully received the Assertion Power in my body. I knew I could live with 
the dissent I expected.

The earlier tension now replaced with happiness and with appreciation (once again!) 
for my body’s knowing, for Focusing, and my partner’s listening, I turned my attention to 
listen to her.

For months after that Focusing session I’d feel tension initially accompanying the 
occasions of anger rising. I got quicker at identifying the anger as an ally. Now it is an old 
friend, immediately recognizable. When I feel a hint of that tense anger, I catch it and say, 
“Ah, is that you Assertion Power? Welcome. Thank you! . . . ” With that acknowledgement, 
I feel the accompanying strength that enables me to decide on a conscious course of action 
regarding whatever inspired the anger.

whAt did this session teAch me ABout Focusing?

• It affirmed the positive intent of every feeling: the anger itself plus the anxiety, both 
looking out for my best interests. I like the explicit statement, and book title, of Ann 
Weiser Cornell’s “radical acceptance of everything.” Bringing a welcoming attitude 
and faith in—or at least openness to—the benevolence of bodily feelings, helps me be 
more present to whatever is brewing inside. Gendlin’s words come to mind; “Every 
bad feeling is potential energy toward a more right way of being if you give it space 
to move toward its rightness” (Gendlin, 1981, Focusing, p. 76).
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• When something in me is so scared, sensing how it would like me to be with it is 
invaluable. Many times such sensing is a fleeting passage in a Focusing session that 
puts me in the right attitude; in the instance above, it was an essential aspect of the 
session and required many minutes. I hadn’t had an experience quite like this where I 
felt as though I was building presence-muscle as I sat with it.

• I needed to feel sufficiently safe and encouraged by my companion in order to unblock 
the process of anger affect. My friend and listening companion has had a healthier 
relationship with anger, and I expect knowing this made it easier to feel safe with her 
as I explored this scary stuck place within myself.

• As we know, finding the right word enables further unfolding in Focusing. In the 
session described, the descriptor “worried” resonated in a bodily felt way whereas 
“anxious” did not. It opened up further after it heard “worried.”

• The felt shift during this session was pronounced. In the previous edition of the Folio, 
Peter Afford proposed a physiological description of felt shifting. He writes:

My guess is that a felt shift enables brain and body to complete an emo-
tional cycle that got stopped midway, leaving the body marooned in a 
sympathetic state of nervous arousal. With the openness to bodily feeling 
that Focusing encourages, these incomplete cycles can run to completion. 
And their completion triggers a parasympathetic response” (Afford, Folio 
2012, p. 77).

 I initially attributed the lesser anxiety I have felt since this Focusing session to being 
able to assert myself more strongly. Afford’s physiological explanation of a felt shift 
suggests that by completing an emotional cycle we reduce the underlying sympa-
thetic nervous arousal that I label anxiety. The value of Focusing ever grows in my 
appreciation!

• The session taught me that getting in touch with feelings and thoughts through Focus-
ing is quite separate from deciding upon what action to take, if any. I realized later 
that part of the anxiety was fear that I might react impulsively and really get into 
trouble. While specific action was not a result of this session, there was a change in my 
orientation towards these people and the feelings that got triggered by this situation. 
I felt that I could trust this new orientation, as it seemed to naturally imply congruent 
behaviour. 

• Since this session I have been more comfortable with people around me expressing 
anger. I still may not like it, but my tolerance is greater. The more presence I can 
develop to be with my own experiencing the more I can be with whatever my coun-
selling clients bring to their sessions with me. Nothing else I know of facilitates my 
developing Presence like Focusing does.

• This session was a powerful reminder that we have within us all that makes us whole. 
It’s not that it is all there waiting to be received. I think it’s more that within us is the 
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potential to meet fully whatever we have experienced in our lives, old or current. How 
wonderful our bodies are for carrying all that has been thwarted and is not yet in 
awareness, for as long as it takes.

• Focusing is simple although not always easy.

Beyond practical survival needs, Focusing is the most important practice in my life. 
To end with Gendlin’s words: “Your body knows the direction of healing and life. If you 
take the time to listen to it through focusing, it will give you the steps in the right direction” 
(Gendlin, 1981, Focusing, p. 76). Every time!

Janet Beggs M.A., is a Focusing trainer, and Registered Clinical Counsellor in Courtenay, 
B.C., Canada. She can be reached at: janet.beggs@gmail.com
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New BegiNNiNgs

Donna Blank, M.S., GCFP/T, LMA

It was the beginning for me. And yet it was also a converging of all felt time, of all my 
experiences and skills up until now. And it was also timeless. All of this came together for 
me in the same moment: a precious paradox.

I sat in a large circle of people as a first time attendee of the Focusing Institute Sum-
mer School. Kevin McEvenue was leading a session on Wholebody Focusing and Aging. 
After Kevin opened the session with some thoughts about his own experiences of aging and 
an invitation for us to do the same, he moved his chair around the inside of the circle to sit 
in front of each person who volunteered to Focus with him on what was coming for them 
about their own aging.

As each person Focused, I experienced a growing connectivity to myself, as well as 
to each person Focusing. I was resonating with each of them, with their process and with 
many of the feelings and issues that arose. An aliveness was growing in me, and I sensed 
an aliveness growing in the whole group simultaneously. I experienced this field of vitality 
supporting me personally, and I felt moved to volunteer for my very first Focusing session.

In the three years leading up to that moment, issues about changes in my physical 
body, injuries and aging had been brewing. I had held them close, being with them privately, 
often uncomfortably. Shame had kept me quiet.

As Kevin moved his chair to sit in front of me, he said ‘hello’ in his twinkly way. I 
immediately felt at ease with him. I was in friendly territory. We seemed to chat a bit, which 
felt simple and easy. And yet, here were these painful issues brewing in me; here I was 
embarking on an unfamiliar process, as well as speaking in front of this huge group!

Kevin asked me to take some time feeling my feet on the ground, myself seated on the 
chair, and the support the ground brings. This was safe, known territory for me from other 
work I have done, and I was happy to be invited to reconnect with it. As I did so, a surprising 
shift happened: this huge group of people shifted in my perception from being a daunting 
presence who conjured worries about my performance, to a supportive, resonating organism 
that I was somehow now part of.

With that support, intense energy moved through my body with powerful aliveness. 
I felt strong, expansive and very present. And I concurrently dropped into a spectrum of 
feelings connected to my body limitations: my feeling of shame that my body could not 
do what it had been able to in the past—a growing sense that there was an early childhood 
issue connected with this—as well as something about the death of my mother . . . and as well 
there was a threat to my professional identity as a somatic educator for forty five years . . . I 
recognized the interconnection of these painful issues. Their complexity and intensity felt 
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almost overwhelming, and at the same time, I felt a relief for it all to begin to emerge into 
the open, to speak it, and to be heard in such a resonant field.

Kevin gently redirected my attention back to the support of the ground. As I recon-
nected to what I now recognize as Grounded Presence in the Wholebody Focusing process, 
my feelings of wellbeing, wholeness, and empowerment reemerged. This was a bit confus-
ing. On one hand, the enormity of a shameful issue came forth, and at the same time, here 
was my empowered, present and very wise self.

Kevin asked, ‘Can you be with both simultaneously? Both these shrinking feelings of 
shame about physical limitations and as well, this vibrant, alive, energized empowered self?’

wHAT? Hold BoTH?

At that moment, a profound shift occurred. Until that moment when he had requested 
me to hold both, my consciousness (which in many ways was quite developed through 
decades of meditation, Authentic Movement and Feldenkrais work) often shrank when I 
confronted a powerful, shameful internal feeling. I would literally shrink in my self-per-
ception as well as in the organization of my contracting body when these feelings came up. 
My awareness functioned a bit like a game of tennis, with the ball bouncing back and forth 
from one side of the court to the other. I could put the ball into the side of my expanded 
awareness, wisdom self, alive and energized. Then the ball would bounce to the other side of 
the court when feelings of self-doubt, unworthiness, shame, etc., arose. Back and forth went 
my consciousness. I could now see the pattern of the ball going from one side to the other, 
literally experiencing the shifts of state and of self-image.

wHAT? Hold BoTH? AT THe sAme Time?

I felt an expansion pop open. I somehow grew bigger in my consciousness, feeling I 
was somehow making more room for both experiences of myself. This bigger space created 
an alchemical process that was not of my doing.

I became more relaxed and energized at the same time. This larger part of me, vibrant 
and strong, like a good mother, was holding the shameful feelings. As there was more room 
in me for the safe uncovering of the hidden parts, I no longer felt the isolation connected 
with covering and compensating for these feelings. Instead of aloneness, I felt potential and 
possibility.

As I stayed with this, I began to feel compassion towards the shame. The shame was 
not ‘all of me’ As I kept it in good company, I could give the complexity of the feelings more 
space to ‘be’ without their dominating my sense of self. I could more softly see and accept 
that the complexity had origins in many layers in the unfolding of my life. My Grounded 
Presence soothed and held all of this, gently letting my view readjust. The shift from holding 
these feelings IN to holding them with Grounded Presence freed me to feel myself anew, 
and formed the base for ultimately letting these layers move in me in their own right tim-
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ing, unforced. When held this way, they had their own right knowing of how to organically 
unfold over whatever time was necessary.

What flowed from this experience over time was a shift in my emotional, intellectual, 
physical and spiritual perception. With that shift came a new ability. I can notice when the 
‘ball’ of my awareness is in the shrinking side of the court. I can recognize it as a part of 
me. Then I can invite My Grounded Presence, reconnect with my wholeness, and hold both. 
I can invoke this as a living practice whenever I perceive the shrinking. While this process 
is most powerful when practiced in relationship with another person or persons, I can also 
practice it alone.

Beyond practicing, ‘holding both’ has created a life-changing perception, a meta per-
spective.  I can feel that my consciousness has fundamentally shifted, and it happened all at 
once in that session. It will never be the same as it was before that day, even when the ball 
is on the shrinking side of the court for a prolonged time. It is just waiting to be called back 
into Grounded Presence, and eventually, it always is. My consciousness holds this larger 
view now as a way of living.

Donna Blank, MS, GCFP/T, LMA, has, since the 60’s, explored and taught in many dimen-
sions of somatic experience and awareness, and woven through the arts (dance and sculpt-
ing), education, the Feldenkrais Method, Laban Movement Analysis, Authentic Movement 
and meditation. She is a trainer in the Feldenkrais Method and maintains private practices 
in Embodied Awareness in the greater Washington DC area, and the Hudson Valley, NY. 

Donna is currently training with Kevin McEvenue in Wholebody Focusing and addition-
ally, in the Advanced Certification program in Wholebody Focusing. She can be reached at 
donnahblank@gmail.com

mailto:donnahblank@gmail.com
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Surviving College—FoCuSing BeFore and aFter: 
“How to Write an essay Without Chewing off Your own leg”

Abbe Blum, Ph.D. CFP

BaCkground oF tHe FoCuSing SeSSion 

One night toward the end of February 2010, a Swarthmore College student who 
worked in the Student Life office called me at my home in Berkeley, Ca. with an update 
on the arrangements for “How to Write an Essay without Chewing Off Your Own Leg,” a 
program I was giving at Swarthmore College the following week. For years as a tenured 
associate professor I had taught Shakespeare, Milton, popular culture and much else in the 
English Department at Swarthmore. “How to Write an Essay” was prompted by disturbing 
trends I had found when I returned in 2008-2009 to the English Department as a visiting 
professor after 10 years away being program director at a Tibetan Buddhist Institute on the 
West Coast. During 2008 and 2009 at Swarthmore in both my intensive freshman writing 
seminars and literature courses, I found some students paralyzed by perfectionism, quite a 
few others locked into taking the safest (not necessarily most successful) course through fear 
of failure, and still others whose ability to concentrate for extended periods was in doubt. 

A senior in his final semester, Zach had finished all his classes in the fall, was now 
working in the Dean’s office, had already been accepted into law school, and only needed to 
finish his culminating exercise in his major. Though by all rights he should have been sitting 
in the catbird’s seat, he was in a panic.

“It’s basically done,” he explained, “but I can’t get myself to do the annotated bibli-
ography and the concluding paragraphs.” I’m a bit hazy now on the details, but the deadline 
was really soon—like the next day, or it maybe had already passed. Zach was clear that if he 
didn’t turn in the exercise immediately, he would not graduate.
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Surviving College—FoCuSing BeFore and aFter

Zach, the Student Life liaison, told me that everything was coming together for the 
upcoming program: the room was reserved, and publicity sent out, including a flyer I had 
recently emailed to him. Then there was a pause on the line. 

“You know when I read the flyer,” Zach said, “it described my situation pretty closely.” 
He was referring to the flyer’s “Is this You?” scenarios: “You have written your first 3 para-
graphs 20 times”; “You end up typing your paper straight into the computer from 3 AM 
until 5 minutes before class. This isn’t the first time”; “You can’t hand in the essay until it is 
perfect. The deadline has passed, you don’t answer emails, and you have stopped going to 
class”; “You awaken to generalized dread. The deadline weighs you down like a lead cape.” 

Zach asked, “Could what you are doing next week help me?” I thought he wanted to 
know if he should go to the presentation. “No,” he said, “I mean, can you help me? I need 
help right now.” 

tHe FoCuSing SeSSion

Our conversation eventually became an Inner Relationship Focusing session, with me 
explaining what that entailed (as much as I usually did). I have notes that show it was #27 of 
the 50 that I did as part of Ann Weiser Cornell’s Certified Focusing Teacher training (I’ve 
been a CFT since June 2011). So while I had some experience (and zillions of years talking 
to harried students), this impromptu format was not typical for many reasons. When I look 
back over what I did, I see ways in which I could have been more skillful, and know what I 
would do differently now. It worked anyway—and it was magical!

The session with Zach confirmed my inner sense of rightness that Focusing is a potent, 
essential tool for students, writers—in fact, whole campuses! How to grow it throughout a 
student body, administration, professors and staff; how can it become a robust, visible part 
of higher academic cultures? But that is another story . . . 

As I led Zach in over the phone, having him bring awareness into his body, he was 
too nervous to sit down, and paced the whole time. He was uncomfortable when attention 
turned toward his physical being. I did suggest every once in a while that he feel his feet, his 
hand holding the phone, and his other hand. But that wasn’t the only challenge. Zach was 
a champion talker in a recognizable Swarthmore mode—speaking at speed, with facility, 
passion, and without pause about his situation. Words poured out of him about the stages and 
details of the culminating essay. I reflected back and tried to slow things down . . . 

Something caught: he eventually tapped freshly into the flow he had when he was 
really engaged in the process of writing the project. The phrase that resonated for him was 
“having a voice.” I encouraged him to stay with that, make space for it, and see if it fit. He 
could feel it. 

What came next was, “I just can’t understand why I can’t finish it.” 

I reflected his sentence back to him, using Ann’s wonderful language of presence, 
“You’re noticing something that is keeping you from finishing it . . . Something that was per-
haps concerned . . . for some good reason.” That move initially didn’t work too well. 
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Zach puzzled intellectually about why it wasn’t “he himself” who did not or could not 
finish it. He found it unusual to entertain “a part that doesn’t want to”—how could “he” and 
“something else” (an alien creature? That was the sense) be in this state? 

Anyway, I suggested that we could hold the space for his larger “having a voice” and 
for the part that didn’t want to . . . and see how it went. He did go on to acknowledge the part 
that couldn’t/didn’t want to, and, when invited to see if it was OK to spend time with it, he 
said “Yes”, (but when I asked how that might feel in his body . . . ?) He said, ‘It feels distant 
from me” 

So I wondered . . . (aloud . . . !) what it seemed like to him: “Maybe digging in its 
heels . . . ? Maybe sitting there beside him . . . ? Perhaps hiding behind a curtain, or some 
other way . . . ?”

He said with no hesitation, “It’s hiding behind the curtain across the room.” 

I suggested he let it know it could stay there as long as it wanted, that it didn’t have to 
come out or change. We sat with it for a while, and then I suggested that he might take time 
to sense if it had a point of view. 

“It’s anxious”, he said. Having Zach let it know that he really “got” how anxious it 
was, I then had him invite it to let him know what all the anxiousness was about . . . what it 
didn’t want to have happen. 

“It doesn’t want me to graduate because then I won’t be a student anymore,” he 
reported. 

I asked him to take a minute to let it know that he really heard it. 

He did this but also said, “I’ve had this thought before, but it doesn’t make sense 
because I am already ‘not a student’ since I am not taking classes—but I’m not done.” I had 
him sense into how all this felt, right at this moment. 

I then suggested that he might invite it to show him what it did want for him . . . or want 
him to experience.

“It wants me to watch movies and hang out,” it told him. And more: “It’s afraid I 
won’t be anything if I’m not a student. I won’t belong.” Seemingly steering him to activities 
in which he would belong, but would avoid writing: “It wants me to be happy,” he said. He 
stayed with this knowing . . . 

Quite unexpectedly at this point Zach reported, “There’s some kind of warmth and 
energy moving through my legs.” I had him take time to experience that and let it flow as 
much as felt OK. Then I suggested he might also look at and feel both his hands (he is right 
handed, my notes say) and consider how he used both of them, how he was bigger than any 
one part, and that we had held space for the one with something to say. The session drew to a 
close; as he made his way back, I prompted him to thank his whole self (including his body) 
and the entire process.
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Surviving College—FoCuSing BeFore and aFter

My final notes from this session read, “So now he is going to work. Maybe he 
will finish.” 

It was late night on the East Coast when we hung up, prime Swarthmore student writ-
ing time. Though I had told him we could do more Focusing, and I actively wondered what 
had happened, it was several days before he was in contact again. Then the phone rang . . . 

“Oh I wrote the bibliography and conclusion and handed it all in the next day,” he told 
me, matter-of-factly. 

Pink BearS and otHer CommentS:

In the Adult Swim cartoon pictured in my flyer, the gummy bear caught in a steel 
trap chews off her own leg. “I taste delicious!” she shouts. What moved me so much about 
Focusing with Zach was the sweet contact he—and through him I—had with the flowing, 
life forward energy. A huge AHA came for me: it’s right at those stuck places, when we 
keep company with what seems most trapped, that real transformation happens both for 
me as Focuser and my companion. I gained access to a deep knowing, still there as I sense 
inwardly now, that my central task as an educator is to encourage that flow, those AHA’s, that 
connection to what matters, in my self, for my colleagues and those I teach. 

Abbe Blum, Ph.D. teaches Eastern Psychologies and Buddhist Paths of Healing at Say-
brook University. She has developed Focusing and Writing groups for Saybrook and other 
graduate students who are embarked on their dissertations, and she is writing a book about 
Embodied Education. Abbe Blum can be reached at abbeblum@yahoo.com. She welcomes 
conversations and collaboration on Focusing and Higher Education. 

mailto:abbeblum@yahoo.com
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Meeting Landscape: 
an instance at the seashore

Jan Boelhouwers

“ The landscape becomes reflective, human and thinks itself through me . . . I 
become the subjective consciousness of the landscape, and my painting 
becomes the objective consciousness.” — Paul Cezanne 

Meeting Me

From early age I have been a geographer at heart. Where family and others around 
me could not listen, what I could not approach within myself with presence at that age, 
was welcome and could find space in nature. I have always spent much time cycling in the 
countryside, hiking in the mountains, walking along the beach or in the forest, entering a 
space that carried words like acceptance, potential, refuge but also the challenges of weather 
and terrain. For me the natural environment became a career. It is where I wanted to spend 
most of my time and what I wanted to know most about. 

So I studied physical geography at university and am now professor. Ironically, fol-
lowing this path became a journey of disconnection and objectification of that what I wanted 
to relate to most. What I could say in my scientific papers was a certain kind of information 
and understanding, but never that what gave me personal meaning or satisfaction. A deep 
dissatisfaction developed as I split off an inner voice that needed to be listened to but became 
disconnected from my awareness. 2006 was a year that culminated by being at home with 
burn-out symptoms. It was then that I started Russell Delman’s Embodied Life Programme 
and Focusing, and I started listening again—a geographer of inner territories, if you like. 
This writing is the gift back to that voice that was lost, a new way of exploring how to be 
with that what I call nature, new ways of meeting, interacting with, and creating understand-
ing about landscape. 

Meeting Landscape

The restorative capacity of nature is a wonderful thing. As Schroeder (2008) so 
nicely puts it: nature has no needs of its own. It is complete in itself and makes no demands 
on me. There is an invitation to let go, for body tensions to relax, simply because we are 
in a different environment. From a Focusing perspective this comes as no surprise. We 
know ourselves as embodied beings, always from moment to moment responsive to our 
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ever-changing situational interactions with our environment. There are many times when 
walking my dog along the forest road, that in the process of letting-go, more subtle embod-
ied sensations come alive calling my attention. It is a great time for solo-Focusing without 
external distractions. And as I’m writing, it feels so incomplete to say this. It is not actually 
a time of solo-Focusing. Without the presence of the trees, the grass around me, an essential 
support would be missing. I can be self-in-presence for what is alive in me, but my presence 
is much supported by the larger presence of the nature that surrounds me. I am physically 
supported by the life in the trees that surround me in the same way the ground supports  
my feet.

Meeting landscape as a Focuser is a peculiar thing. There’s something I call a felt 
sense of nature, but I’m not always quite sure whether I’m the Focuser or the companion in 
this relationship. The interaction is always both ways. In the words of Abram (2010) there 
is always reciprocity in meeting nature. In meeting the ground my feet are supported, a 
responsiveness that brings a vital upwardness through my skeletal posture. But this ground 
is also imprinted by my weight, just the way I place my feet becomes exactly mirrored in 
the soft earth I impress. The air that brushes the skin on my face is also itself altered by 
this encounter. I am not only the Focuser in this relationship, checking within myself how 
this dark tall pine tree may bring a sense of stern stability and groundedness. I often feel 
myself being the companion of nature, just listening to what it wants to communicate to me. 
I present here just one instance of such a meeting and from there what meaning has come 
for me to date.

an instance at the seashore

In the text below I describe the development of my inner experiencing during a cold 
windy day at the coast of Fårö, a small limestone island in the Baltic Sea. It was the last 
day of a fieldwork with students, the work was done, and it was one of these letting-go 
moments where I could freshly open up to my surroundings. The encounter was maybe  
15–20 minutes. 

Just a few considerations. First, I did not write this while standing at the coast, but 
two hours later while enjoying a warm cappuccino in a museum café. While re-embodying 
the experience as much as possible, there is also a further explicating than what I could have 
done in the field. This is inevitable. Also inevitable is the necessity of writing, using words 
that are pointers, metaphors, and inadequate representations of what was a felt experience. 
Every Focuser knows the inadequacy of words and that whatever gets expressed does not 
necessarily make sense to the companion. As my companion-listener reading this, I do not 
expect an understanding, but just an acceptance by you of whatever below does not make 
sense. Following the text, I will explicate about the process and what meaning I gained 
from it.
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I stand on a limestone sea stack, overlooking the sea and the land behind me. I ‘drop 
in’ with my attention, letting go of discursive thought, self-in-presence. Expanding my sense 
of self to include the environment around me, sensing outward through the skin, becoming 
permeable to my surroundings: a meeting unfolds . . . 

A vast expanse of sky drives across the sea
Waves and clouds torn in a violent space 
Turbulent air edges itself in gaps between trees, rock, walls 
Grass fluidly yields to this motion
Stiff trees are punished by torn leaves.

Water splinters against granular reefs
The Silurian substance of calcareous shelves holds out
But wave upon wave skin is lost
Rock falls away by the inevitability of impermanence
Objects transformed by the insubstantial.

Caught by waves and cast ashore
Bones of rock tossed, grounded
Into piles of clinker
Caught and lost as fast as perceived
In his next breath.
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Wordless motion
Of space manifest
He is his environment.

His skin contracts to huddle this self
Like a hermit crab he feels.
His clothing pulled at and torn sunder 
By the sharp nails of the chill.
Respectless of human design the cold probes 
The tissue beneath his skin.

His posture changes to hold out 
And protect his inner vulnerability 
Against this violent nature
This transformed surrounding at odds with itself.

The pulse in the veins
The ebb and flow in the chest 
Bridge the outer turbulent chaos 
To an inner expanse of alive and silent space.
Filled with potential
An open invitation 
What comes with the next breath?

The cold air etches out
The sharply defined boundary of his outlines.
His attention falls inward into
This sharply articulated embodied self.
The I emerges stable
His body faces the relentless outer
Trailing a wake of shifting quiet in its lee.

History emerges in this transparent space.
Words ripple the surface of the immaculate silence 
The pond of his awareness.
Tremblings, flutterings in attention
That fall back and forth between self and it.

Objects emerge by name and label.
Entities are obtained by definition:
Roundness, dimension and form.
The whole of the moment shatters
Into a myriad complexity
Of objects and relations.
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The constancy of the moment is pulled,
Stretched into past, present and future.
The needling wind feels uncomfortable now,
Its quality judged into cold.
Thrashing waves emerge as distinct from howling wind;
Trees sharply contrasted against the rushing clouds.
Unity lost, the material emerges
Into the eye, the ear, nose and skin.

History comes to the fore
His feet know the clinker
His thoughts abstract their huddled rumblings
Into abrasion and littoral drift.
Beach lines form 
According to their angle of internal friction.
Deposit upon deposit
Become invaded by lichen and juniper,
Pine and grass.
Time emerges as this island rebounds
Out of the Baltic.

This landscape can be known by the mind
Through experience and word.
But only by standing here
Can he value its meaning and give it significance
In his own existence.
Something has been learned;
The thinking mind the last to know
As it makes sense
Of this body at the seashore.

coMMentary on the text

A general comment to myself is the observation that whenever I describe these types 
of experiences, my sentences become shorter and more metaphorical. The intention is to 
describe as accurately as possible an experience, rather than be poetic. And this is never 
achieved: “I cannot attain the intensity that is unfolded before my senses” (Paul Cezanne in 
Merleau-Ponty, 1969).

Lines 1-17: Many words to describe a single moment of experience. They offer a 
first description and acknowledging of what is simply alive in this moment of meeting—the 
equivalent of describing a felt sense in a Focusing session. 

Line 8 uses ‘Silurian’, a geological term for the age of the limestone. For me it brings 
a precision that distinguishes this particular limestone from another one—it is very place-
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specific and carries detail that could be explained in another page of writing. My scientific 
understanding is part of my embodied knowing of this place and enriches it.

There is also a strange timelessness in this section. Lines 1-7 are placed in the ‘now’, 
but what follows is a juxtaposition of time: the presentation of the Silurian shelf speaks 
of its impermanence, the sound of a clunking stone speaks of its abrasion. None of this is 
presented as thought, but as instantaneous awareness of landscape across time (lines 16-17). 
The all of it lives within a single breath. 

Lines 19-21: A summary of my self-awareness when experiencing lines 1-17. See also 
the text in the next section.

Lines 23-33: Again, many words to describe the moment when standing exposed on 
the sea stack with the wind blowing, I got cold. The discomfort of cold brings a renewed 
bodily awareness, a need to contract. Attention shifts from outer to inner environment. The 
inner self feels vulnerable in comparison to the power of nature. This is an interesting spe-
cific of this moment: I often feel much inner empowerment when embracing the forces of 
nature. Here, it is a separating movement, rather than an embracing.

Lines 35-49: The describing completes itself by differentiating between an inner spa-
ciousness that feels alive, silent and full of potential, in contrast to the sensations of cold 
in the skin that clearly outline my body. Lines 47-49 place the self in relation to the outer 
environment.

Lines 51-55 describe a first sign of awakening of discursive thought. There is a very 
delicate moving back and forth between pure sensing and first thought, described here as a 
‘ripplings, tremblings, flutterings’.

Lines 57-62 describe the falling back into ‘normal’ daily awareness. The totality of 
the moment here falls apart into objects with names and their spatial relations. I recognize 
in this a shifting from predominantly parallel-processing, right brain to linear-processing, 
left brain awareness (Bolte Taylor, 2008). 

Lines 64-71: Linearity of time returns in contrast to the ‘constancy of moment’ earlier. 
The emergence of thought also brings a judgment of ‘cold’, rather than the previous descrip-
tion of a ‘needling’ sensation. Body parts are now distinguished.

Lines 73-83: Simple thoughts now become a stream of mental observing of the envi-
ronment, including its mental commentaries. My discursive mind returns to include the 
evaluation of coastal beach lines and how they over time become invaded by vegetation. 

Lines 85-93: This moment of being in nature, rather than evaluating or talking about 
it, having this embodied interaction, allowing a felt sense of the environment to develop, 
I am left with a sense of deep connectedness with life that gives personal meaning and a 
sense of belonging. I get much relief and support from an embodied knowing that a sense 
of belonging is no longer place-bound. (Greg Madison (2009) describes the loss of a sense 
of belonging that is felt by people who voluntary migrated and no longer quite fit the place 
they left, nor quite fit the place they have arrived in. Being a voluntary migrant myself who 
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knows that space very well, it is a tremendous support to know this inner connectedness 
where I do belong.) 

Focusing and the Living Forward oF unFoLding nature

“Wordless motion of space manifest”, as I read this again I am deeply touched once 
more by the depth of the encounter and the offering made. The instance described works 
itself from the depth of the meeting back into normal discursive awareness.

I need to understand the meeting itself, who meets whom and where is my attention 
placed? In the depth of the encounter I am companion to the landscape. As self-in-presence 
the whole of me stands open to the way my environment presents itself, a whole-body com-
panion rather than a whole-body Focuser. I need to emphasize the not-only-visual aspect 
of this listening to and presenting by landscape. Whole-body companionship, as in how we 
know Whole-Body Focusing, really captures it—the all of me meeting this instance, rather 
than looking-at what surrounds me. In placing my attention open to my surroundings, I 
invite my environment to present itself through my subjective awareness. Subjective, but 
the presentation is very specific and full with detail, intricacy, and complexity. As with the 
felt sense in Focusing, this expression of landscape develops in the meeting. It is fresh, new 
and unique. Through my receiving, accepting, and acknowledging what is presented, a next 
step unfolds. 

In my experience with most people who know Focusing there is at this point a look-
ing for a felt sense within themselves, answering a question like, “What comes for me when 
standing in this place at this moment?” We then listen to our own response to what surrounds 
us and describe that. Our attention falls within ourselves, and we follow the unfolding of 
that. The distinction I make here is, rather than follow my own inner responses, I remain 
self-in-presence, a sensing companion to what surrounds me, and let that unfold within 
and before me. Thus, my attention does not fully fall inside me, but maintains a receiving 
attitude, a receptiveness to the larger-than-self landscape that presents itself before me, sur-
rounds me, envelops me. Of course, whatever emerges is sensed through and projected onto 
my embodied awareness, and I don’t at any point deny what is real within me. 

For example, I describe the discomfort of cold that brings a renewed bodily aware-
ness, a need to contract. Attention shifts from outer to inner environment. In ‘The Absent 
Body’ Leder (1990) observes how we tend to remain unaware of our embodiment until we 
perceive some discomfort or pain. I would guess this may be true also for many of us Focus-
ers. It is when we feel discomfort that our attention goes in to listen. When we feel ok, we 
simply live our lives. It is interesting for me to note this retracting of attention and change to 
at least a partial self-absorbedness. But while I continue to attend to my never ending self-
improvement and momentary needs, I may lose the capacity to listen to the less vocal voices 
and interactions that come from the OK places within and without myself; exactly there 
where nourishment may be found. I guess this simply points, once again, to the importance 
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of being self-in-presence. A capacity to maintain a permeability to nature around me allows 
my own self-in presence to be supported by life itself. 

The landscape unfolds itself before me. It is no longer something static, but a living 
entity that is dynamic, has its own life and possesses its own forward living. Whatever comes 
next is only made possible by my being there for it. Paul Cezanne expressed this beautifully 
in the opening quotation of this essay. For him it was an intense struggle to, in the words 
of Merleau-Ponty, “make visible how the world touches us” (Merleau-Ponty, 1969, p.244).

Maybe it is this that gives most meaning to me in meeting landscape. My being 
becomes an instrument for the unfolding of nature, at least something larger than myself. 
In contrast to an egotistical or narcissistic expression of individuality, I experience this as a 
falling away of self-absorbedness that allows a deeper meaning, a deeper reciprocity from 
nature, to unfold. I also need to acknowledge that most of these processes I do in natural 
environments. How does a large city or industrial area present itself? The unfolding of cul-
ture I’m sure has equally much to tell. But I need to be there for it, make the time to listen. 

The understanding developed in discursive thinking described towards the end of my 
instance, falls back into linear time, three-dimensional space and a world filled with objects. 
In the process of returning to my academically-socialized self, the movement is from prox-
imity to distance, relatedness to disconnectedness, subjective to objective. There are many 
of these tensions in meeting landscape that have long been recognized and described by 
geographers (Wylie, 2007). Inevitably, individual thinkers have emphasized one or other 
perspective and claimed reality. As humanity more and more has fallen into identification 
with the thinking mind, our perception of the world has become more and more objective, 
distant and disconnected (Abram, 1996). The conceptual understanding of landscape that I 
practice in my daily work as a scientist is inherently and intentionally disconnected from the 
experiential. Because of that science can never provide meaning. 

What Focusing brings back for me is an effective way of reconstituting an embodied 
relatedness, not only to ourselves, but also explicitly to the world we inhabit, dwell in, are 
immersed in every moment. The connectedness that I am left with at the end of my instance 
is maybe what it is all about. Work with students that brings them in embodied interaction 
with environment opens up a new capacity for re-discovering a meaningful relationship with 
our planet. Here is an educational model that can be truly transformative towards a sustain-
able development of society.

Gene Gendlin asked me a few years ago whether his philosophy of the implicit also 
applies to Earth. It’s a big question that I cannot yet answer. However, in my meeting with 
Earth I experience myself as inherently part of Earth. When I take time to listen, Earth/
nature presents itself full of intricate complexity that is specific to that situated instance and 
that, given my self-in-presence, unfolds in important ways through me. From this point of 
view Earth can only know itself though human consciousness. Accepting myself as unfolded 
though Earth’s evolution, it is essential that I listen to who I am. In this way my work as a 
scientist can carry forward the unfolding of Earth.
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My Very First Focusing session, 
LoVe at First sight

Erna de Bruijn, M.D.

1982. I had just read about half of Gendlin’s book Focusing. This method seemed so 
down-to-earth, clear and promising—I wondered if it would work for me. So I sat down, 
directed my attention inward, which was completely new to me but nevertheless quite natu-
ral, and—yes, there was something uneasy, unclear but perceptible behind my breastbone. 
No need to look any further; it was quite remarkable that I felt something in my body at all.

After a while, when I had made kind of a space for ‘it’, it made itself known as 
‘fumbly’, ‘wrenchy’. I didn’t know if these words actually existed, but for me they matched 
exactly what I noticed inside. There was a kind of a turning movement, downward, too. A 
screw? But a screw turns in one direction, and this feeling was turning to and fro. No, screw 
didn’t really fit—that was clear, no doubt about that. This movement felt more like that of 
the blade in our former old-fashioned, open washing machine, but even this image didn’t 
quite fit. I got more and more curious—this process was really exciting! It struck me that the 
‘something’ was pulling down, although the space was getting narrower there, like forcing 
itself downward in a funnel.

This word ‘funnel’ had a ‘more’ about it. With a deep but loudless chortle the image 
of a funnel puppet came up. I have known funnel puppets since I was a child; they never 
had any special meaning to me. This is what they look like: from the outside you see a 
funnel with pleated cotton from the brim to the centre. From its shaft a little stick emerges. 
Underneath the cotton a puppet is hidden. Stick upward: puppet rises up; stick downward: 
puppet gone. Something like this little puppet was wriggling behind my breastbone, trying 
to get out of there, downward—in vain, of course.

I just sat down with it, slightly amused, waiting curiously. Then it gradually dawned 
on me that this puppet might have to do with anger—although, I was never angry, was I? 
But how about that brand new fumbly, wrenchy feeling, wriggling downward in my chest? 
Maybe all the same it was anger, anger that couldn’t get out.

Anyway I wanted that feeling to change (not very unusual for a beginner in Focusing). 
But how? I waited for something to happen. A thought came: “Push the stick high up. Let 
the puppet come out proudly and have a look around.” In the same second came the thought: 
“Heavens, no! I can’t do that, don’t want that, don’t dare, that’s not me!”

Well, then, I thought, take some more time to sit with it. After a while, with an unex-
pected and freeing feeling, came: “You might cautiously take a look over the brim, to see 
what’s going on—and if necessary you can pull back in the next moment”. What happened 
inside of me felt so new, alive, and surprising!
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Of course, this was beginners’ luck. But it left me convinced that this new approach 
was exactly what I had been looking for, both for myself and for my patients in my medi-
cal practice. The process turned out to change my way of relating to what happens inside 
and around me. My usual way, rather unpleasant for myself and all persons involved, was 
clenching my teeth, pretending nothing was wrong, making myself believe that, and treating 
everyone around me in a peevish way. And here was this new, surprising potential of just 
cautiously looking over the brim! 

A new way opened up for me: as soon as that ‘fumbly, wrenchy feeling’ comes up: just 
notice it and give it attention. Then, together with the puppet, take that look over the brim in 
order to see what’s going on. That’s the moment to get openly angry if need be, or to discover 
a misunderstanding, maybe even a humorous one. Wonderful! And in case something is 
really wrong, the special quality of the anger that goes with that ‘really wrong’ will help me 
get hold of what kind of wrong this is. And after some more Focusing, it can even tell me 
which way would be right.

Quite a change for the better, for me and for people around me!

What this, my very first Focusing session, taught me: 

• I can feel something when I bring my attention inside the middle part of my body.

• If I just give it time and attention, I can get a felt sense of the whole thing.

• A felt sense can bring up a perfectly matching image that tells more than a hundred 
words; it knows what is partly or completely right.

• A deep bodily felt change can happen. It works. It lasts. It’s freeing!

• This process can happen without any help from outside, just between me and ‘that’; 
no outer authority is needed!

• Whenever the old feeling returns, it reminds me of the new approach (even when 
sometimes I’m not willing to listen to it, I know it’s there).

• This Focusing taught me to get angry!

In my youth I had learned: “Anger is destructive, so don’t get angry. Find clever solu-
tions instead.” That’s what I had tried practicing all the time. 

Later, from Elisabeth Kübler Ross, I learned: “Anger is the power with which you can 
change things.” That was new and quite surprising to me; I could understand her words and 
even see how anger could change things around me, but that didn’t bring any real change in 
my own life. No wonder! How could I use a power that I didn’t know from the inside? But 
after that first Focusing session, things started changing: anger, freed and liberated, turned 
into fresh energy, together with new perspectives. Today, 30 years later, it still works that 
way, even more! 

Later, after having introduced some Focusing basics in everyday practice, I found out:

• What works for me works for many others, as well.   
Deep listening and reflecting, for instance, does so much more than just listening! 
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Using both (listening and reflecting) a lot of relevant information is brought up, which 
often saves many expensive and burdensome examinations. Wherever this Focusing 
intervention worked, it worked deeply; where it didn’t, the patient and I just let it go 
and proceeded in a conventional way.

• What works with anger, works with other, more complicated feelings or emotions just 
as well.

• The Focuser is the only one who can check what is real, what is not, or not quite so.

• A suggestion can modestly be offered to a felt sense, by the Focuser or by a Focusing 
guide or companion, in an open ended way, as I had discovered with the images of the 
screw and the blade of the washing machine, and also with the image of the puppet, 
high up, looking around proudly—in that very first Focusing session.

Looking back, I feel sure that my lasting love for Focusing started on the day of that 
very first session, described above. The most important effect on my work as a GP has 
been that the old adage, “Doctor knows best” has changed into, “A patient often knows 
more than s/he is aware of.” Working together, a patient and a listening helper can reach a 
level underneath or beyond the surface where the problems or symptoms appear. Reflective 
listening can pave the way to a new, bodily felt level of awareness. From there, fundamental 
and lasting change is possible—comparable to the effects of my very first Focusing session.

Erna has been a GP from 1959 till 1991. She has been dedicated to Focusing since 1982—
right up to the present time.

She started Focusing, first privately, then by and by introducing a Focusing approach into 
her medical practice. She became a Focusing teacher/trainer, and later a Certifying Coor-
dinator. She now is limiting her activities to a more or less ‘senior’ level of work, including 
some private sessions, an occasional workshop or class, practicing Focusing in everyday 
life, of course, and also writing in Dutch, her native language, about Focusing and Com-
panioning. Hopefully, her book on this theme will be published in about a year.

Erna can be reached at: ernadebruijn@planet.nl

mailto:ernadebruijn@planet.nl
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A HeAling DiAlogue:  
A Self-in-Presence listens to Anger 

Pamela Carr

There is a Natural Law in Naturopathy that says the body heals from the inside out 
and from more crucial organs to less important ones. The skin is the body’s largest organ 
and skin problems are not usually life threatening. But they can, in my experience, involve 
a lot of suffering—and can, as I discovered, bring potential for learning, understanding and 
healing through Focusing.

For about four years I had experienced problems with the skin on my face. Parts felt 
hot and red and inflamed and erupted in spots which were itchy, unsightly and slow to heal. 
I don’t think I fully acknowledged it, as I just assumed that my skin would heal in its own 
time and way. I didn’t want doctors to label it or medication to suppress it. I just learned to 
live rather uneasily with it. Even two family weddings didn’t bring much urgency to change 
anything; I just applied more makeup to cover up!

Even though I had been Focusing for two years on all sorts of issues, my skin was not 
improving, and I wasn’t managing to bring it up as an issue in my Focusing time, either alone 
or in partnerships. I gradually realised that I had a block relating to my skin issues, and that 
anger was involved so, at that point, I decided to write to Ann Weiser Cornell and seek her 
help via her online ‘Weekly Tips and Support for Focusers’. 

A few weeks later my request for advice appeared as the topic in her “Weekly Tips”. 
I thank Ann again so much for her reply to my message (#326). 

Ann wrote “ . . . you are identified with another part of you . . . a part that I suspect 
is not only angry, but also worried, scared, and feeling helpless. It is that part of you 
that needs attention first, or everything just escalates. So try saying, “Something in me is 
angry . . . 

When you can stay in the place of being with this part of you, listening to it, making 
sure that all of its feelings are heard, then the space of you gets bigger. You have room in 
you for all of this . . . for the part of you that is reacting AND the part of you that is showing 
up in this redness and soreness . . . 

We have seen remarkable shifts and rapid healing from this kind of process. No 
guarantees about that, but the one thing you can be sure of is that your relationship with 
these symptoms will shift, and you will be bigger.”

Her response so inspired me that I Focused alone on this issue twice the very next 
day. I often write in my journal as I Focus alone, and these are extracts taken from my notes, 
which I made during the two sessions:
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I’m inviting the ‘something’ which is feeling angry about the itching, to come and be 
known. I’m saying hello to this one. I’m gently, patiently sensing, inviting it to let me know 
what it is that gets it to feel so angry. 

It says, “I’m angry because I’m not knowing what is causing the redness, or how to 
help. And I’m angry because I want to be perfect and have a lovely face with a sunny smile.” 

I’m letting it know that I hear what it’s feeling angry about . . . no wonder it feels 
that now. 

(Phone rings) Coming back into Self-in-presence. What comes now are thoughts 
about the missed call: Is it my daughter wanting to see me . . . ? Is it someone returning my 
call? Noticing that these questions are present now, for good reason, and they can be here 
too, as long as they need be.

I’m gently inviting the part that feels angry to let me know anything else it wants to 
tell me or show me. Another part comes now, saying, “I’m not sure I like this . . . it’s stilting 
my style, this trying to follow Ann’s instructions!” 

I’m letting that other part know I hear its complaint, letting it know it can be here too, 
because there’s plenty of space . . . 

(Timer ringing, 5 min signal) I’m letting the complaining-part know that this time 
I’m following Ann’s instructions. So before I finish, I turn towards the soreness and redness, 
sensing freshly, now, as if I never felt before, exactly how it feels—

“Vulnerable and sensitive,” it responds.

Ah, so that’s how it feels! I really hear that. I’m wondering what it is that gets it to feel 
so vulnerable and sensitive. 

“Scared,” it says. 

It’s scared. I hear that, wondering what gets it feeling so scared. 

“Scared of being clear and open and allowing everyone to really see me.” 

Ah, you’re scared of being seen . . . So what is it that you need from me? 

“To Focus on this fear of being clearly seen and heard by others.” 

I’m letting it know I hear this . . . really hear and am willing to Focus some more. 
Thanking it . . . 

I’m sensing something in me that is feeling afraid of being seen and heard by others. 
It’s scared of being hurt by others. I’m inviting it to let me know any more about what it 
doesn’t want. 

“To be beaten, made to feel insignificant, valueless . . . ”

Yes, that’s it! That’s how I’ve felt with some people: beaten, bruised, insignificant and 
valueless. Being with them is a repeat of the trauma that I have experienced before.

“ Is it about re-traumatizing?”
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So this beaten, unvalued part comes now for some good reason, and I’m holding space 
for all that wants to come, going slowly, gently, patiently, and compassionately. I’m sensing 
something in me that is afraid of being hurt and doesn’t want to be beaten and made to feel 
insignificant and valueless. And it is asking if this is about retraumatizing, from the way 
others have treated me. This feeling must be coming for some good reason, and I am letting 
it know it can be here as long as it needs to be. 

I’m just sitting with this whole sense while being a Self-in-Presence. What comes now 
is realisation that each time I scratch my face; I’m re-traumatizing the already sensitive and 
vulnerable skin. I really hear that voice that says it’s the same thing that I’ve been doing to 
myself all this time, re-traumatizing the sore skin. 

(Phone rings) Coming back again into Self-in-Presence, it’s ok, I am processing 
through this bit by bit. Inviting anything else that wants to come before ending. 

What comes is something that says, “Sticks and stones may break my bones, but 
words can never harm me—unless I let them!” if I don’t let them!” 

And I realize that this thought is leading again to Wisdom Teachings. (Sighing) 
Feeling heavy, bogged down . . . I’m sensing something that is feeling heavy and bogged 
down . . . It can be here too, I know it’s here. I’m patient and will return to this place to help 
unravel the more that’s unknown about . . . the whole thing . . . 

Time to find a finishing place, thanking all—and more comes—about the similarities, 
of micro and macro: my skin itches, I scratch, it feels sore, something in me feels guilty and 
ashamed AND there is something in me, which is triggered by others’ words or actions—
and if it reacts angrily, it may well feel guilty and ashamed. But if I see clearly and am open 
to allowing this clear seeing, I can feel relaxed and comfortable. And I can also open and 
allow others to really see me, clearly. Both need presence, mindfulness and wisdom to bring 
the healing. Yes! Realizing that there is no intending to hurt or re-traumatize. It’s my view 
and my reaction that matter. Thanking all that’s come and thanking . . . 

And the following week, Ann’s mailing (#327) confirmed what I had experienced as 
a result of Focusing with my issue.

“ . . . When you’ve really heard it all, something will let go, and you’ll be able to 
do what you couldn’t do before. Partly because it feels heard, but far more importantly 
because you have proved yourself trustworthy . . . by being Self-in-Presence so steadfastly.”

After these sessions, my skin gradually began to heal, fewer spots came, they healed 
more quickly, and the redness subsided. I realise that I had shifted my view and come into 
a new more healthy, balanced and nurturing relationship with my face. I was no longer 
scratching and feeling frustrated with my skin; instead, I was acknowledging and sensing 
what it needed, including water to cleanse, an organic moisture cream with sun factor morn-
ing and night and to not sit too long in the direct sun. A big heartfelt thank you to Focusing, 
and Gene and Ann, and all who are sharing Focusing round the world.
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The Pink Silk Arrow:  
A Visibly Big Change from Focusing

Ann Weiser Cornell

This year, 2012, I joyfully celebrate my 40th anniversary with Focusing. The gifts I have 
received from Focusing are very many, from the little shifts I get every day to the really huge 
transformations that have changed my life. One example: it was through Focusing that my 
writer’s block released. That was truly a gift, a gift of my own life path, because writing is 
what I love. And now writing is easy. (I tell the story of my writer’s block transformation in 
The Power of Focusing, pp. 57-59.)

In this article I want to tell about another big transformation that I got from Focusing, 
just last year. This one is especially striking because anyone looking at me now can see the 
transformation that happened . . . and people often do remark on it!

It all started when I got a feeling that becoming a public speaker would be a next 
step on my life path. I could spread the wonderful message of Focusing, and enjoy myself, 
because I love speaking in public. It felt like a natural next step. I took a great training 
program for speakers (www.speakingcircles.com), but I didn’t know how to go about getting 
myself actually out there on the speaking circuit. So I bought a book of advice for would-be 
speakers, and started to read. Here is what I found:

Before you open your mouth, you have already delivered your first message. 
Will your audience perceive you as attractive and successful—someone they 
want to emulate? . . . Does your visual message match the fabulous speech or 
workshop you have so carefully prepared? (Hurley-Trailor, 2011)

I closed the book right there, and said, “Forget it.” The image that rose in my mind 
when I read those words was as far from me as the moon. It seemed impossible that I would 
ever be comfortable wearing nice clothes and looking professional. I had no doubt that the 
author was correct—but to me it meant the door to public speaking was closed. 

My relationship with wearing “nice” clothes had always been a troubled one. I hated 
clothes shopping and would feel judged by just walking into a clothing store, as if the clothes 
themselves were criticizing me. “Nice” clothes felt stiff and uncomfortable; I could only 
relax in casual clothes. The same was true of hair and makeup. I must have had dozens of 
makeup lessons over the years, and none of them ever “took”—the new makeup supplies I 
bought each time languished in a drawer unused, and eventually were thrown away. Wear-
ing makeup and nice clothes always felt like wearing a mask—“Not me.” This had been 
true forever and it was simply a fact. If changing this was what it would take to be a public 
speaker, then forget being a public speaker, it ain’t ever going to happen.

http://www.speakingcircles.com
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Except I didn’t forget it. In August of that year, a few months later, I remembered it 
again. That was when Barbara McGavin and I were together in the Netherlands teaching our 
six-day Treasure Maps to the Soul retreat. 

TreASure MAPS To The Soul

Treasure Maps to the Soul is a methodology of theory and practice that applies 
Focusing to difficult, hard-to-change life areas. Barbara and I developed this methodol-
ogy as a way to apply Focusing to the tangled life issues that we were facing, including 
“action blocks, addiction to alcohol, addiction to eating for comfort, and obsessive longing” 
(McGavin & Cornell, 2008). Although initially the work was for our own healing, we soon 
began receiving requests to teach it to others. At the same time that our own issues began to 
untangle, we began teaching the Treasure Maps to the Soul process in six-day retreats. The 
process has developed and elaborated quite a lot over the past 18 years, and a description of 
it is beyond the scope of this article; see McGavin & Cornell (2008) for an introduction to 
the key concepts. 

The Treasure Maps to the Soul six-day workshop is structured as a journey; each 
day’s Focusing process builds on the day before, moving from identifying the Tangle, to 
gathering resources, to shifting one’s relationship to warring parts, to holding it all from a 
new perspective.

When Barbara and I teach Treasure Maps to the Soul, we lead the way with our own 
Focusing. We each choose a real issue to work with in front of the group for the week. Over 
the years, with lots of Treasure Maps Focusing, it has become harder and harder for us to 
find tangled life issues to bring to the retreat. Life feels pretty good! Luckily, moving for-
ward brings its own new issues. (Someone once asked Gene Gendlin, in a workshop, “If I do 
enough Focusing, will I be so healthy that I have no more problems?” Gene replied: “Health 
is not no problems, health is new problems.”) The issue about changing my relationship with 
nice clothes, hair, and makeup was a good example of an issue that wouldn’t even have come 
up if I hadn’t resolved a lot of other issues first.

The TAngle

This article is supposed to be about one life-changing Focusing session—and it will 
be. But there were also a number of sessions leading up to the life-changing one. That is 
important to say, because one Focusing session never takes place in a vacuum. Even if your 
life-changing Focusing session is your first encounter with Focusing, you did other kinds 
of growth processes leading up to that one. A life-changing Focusing session is always the 
culmination of a series of steps of change. 

In the Treasure Maps journey, each person starts the week with what we call a “Tan-
gle.” By our definition, a Tangle is a kind of problem that resists change and cannot be 
resolved at the same level that we encounter it. It’s the kind of problem where whatever we 
try seems to fail, and years can go by with no perceptible progress. 
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This issue with my image, appearance, clothes, hair, makeup, etc. was definitely a 
Tangle. It had all the indicators. So that was the issue that I decided to spend the week 
Focusing on.

The first exercise in Treasure Maps is designed to help one get in contact with a 
Tangle and take a few Focusing steps into deeper contact with it. We have participants do 
an exercise in pairs which involves completing unfinished sentences from an inner sense of 
the Tangle.

Here is the exercise:
It has to do with _________________________
What happens is _________________________
I should or should not ____________________
It also connects with ______________________ 
How it feels in my body is _________________ 
It’s a whole thing about ___________________

As I sat with Barbara at the front of the room, ready to do this exercise in front of 
the group as a demonstration, I could feel a draggy, hopeless, this-will-never-change feeling 
about this Tangle. I could feel the impulse to switch to something easier, something less 
weighted with shame and hopelessness. But I have learned to trust the process, and to trust 
my beloved Focusing partner whose trust in the process sustains me even when I can’t trust 
it myself.

And if it got to be too much, I knew I could always stop.

“It has to do with wearing nice clothes, having nice hair, wearing makeup, feeling 
like that’s not me and it never will be, so I can’t move into those public roles where people 
do that.

“What happens is I go into clothing stores and I can’t stand being there, it’s like the 
clothes are criticizing me, so I just don’t go.

“I should get over this. I should be able to wear whatever fits the situation and be 
comfortable that way.

“It also connects with how I feel about myself, whether it is OK to be seen . . . can I be 
myself in public . . . something in me afraid of being judged in a larger world.

“How it feels in my body is tense . . . uneasy . . . especially in my stomach . . . wanting to 
hide or escape . . . 

“It’s a whole thing about being myself in the world.”

At the end of the process—which took about fifteen minutes—I opened my eyes and 
smiled at Barbara. I felt lighter, more solid, more hopeful. From one perspective nothing had 
changed—yet something had changed. And the journey had begun.
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gAThering reSourCeS

The next step in the journey is to gather resources. The key resource for transforma-
tional Focusing is being able to be with how we feel instead of being sunk or caught up in our 
emotional material. Barbara and I call this being “Self-in-Presence.” Without the resource of 
being Self-in-Presence, Tangles will never change. 

Self-in-Presence is the ability to be with whatever is coming up for us—emotions, 
thoughts, warring parts—without getting caught up in the struggle. As Self-in-Presence, 
we hold a compassionate space of empathy and compassion for our inner experience. (See 
McGavin & Cornell 2008 for a discussion of ways to cultivate Self-in-Presence.)

For the next stage of my Focusing with my Tangle about “being myself in the world,” 
I took care to cultivate Self-in-Presence with the various aspects of my Tangle. One power-
ful and essential way we do this is to use “Presence language,” for example: “I am sensing 
something in me feels hopeless about this issue ever changing.”

I took time to feel the difference it made in my body when I was able to turn toward 
these various parts and aspects. In Treasure Maps we call this being the space. Within a 
Focusing process, I say the words: “I am the space where all of this can be as it is.” Then 
I take time to feel that in my body, and find words and images that describe it. “Solid, 
supported, strong, spacious, calm . . . ” were some of the words that came. An image was: 
“Planted, rooted, like a tree.”

ShiFTing one’S relATionShiP wiTh wArring PArTS

In the Treasure Maps theory, Tangles are conflictual relationships among partial-
selves (“parts”) that have arisen around a stoppage of life-forward energy. After connecting 
with a Tangle, and gathering the resource of Self-in-Presence, the next step is to start to 
identify and connect with the major players—the parts that are clashing in the Tangle.

“Parts work” is an important aspect of Treasure Maps to the Soul. We share with 
methods such as Internal Family Systems (Schwartz 1995) the working model of human 
beings as systems of parts, or, as we prefer to call them, “partial selves.” We differ from 
Schwartz and other parts work modalities in that we see parts as temporary stoppages of the 
flow of life-forward energy. We are careful to speak and work in a way that builds relation-
ships with parts as long as they are there, but leaves open the possibility that parts evolve and 
dissolve as the Focusing goes forward. (For example, we use behavior descriptions instead 
of fixed terms to refer to partial selves: not “the inner critic” but “a part that is criticizing 
right now.”)

In my Tangle about wearing nice clothes and “being myself in the world,” I had a 
part that just didn’t want to do it, didn’t want to deal with the whole thing about clothes. I 
had another part that was judgmental of me for not having resolved the whole clothes and 
appearance thing.

For my next Treasure Maps Focusing session (accompanied by Barbara, in front of the 
group) I took time to acknowledge and get the body feel of the warring parts in my Tangle. 
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There was a heavy, sad, scared feeling at the pit of my stomach, and I was drawn to be with 
that. Staying with it, I could feel that something in me was pulled in, not wanting to be hurt. 
I sensed what kind of contact it needed from me, and it needed me to stay close but not push. 

Over the next twenty minutes a story unfolded. This inner place showed me memories 
from when I was eight years old, going to a new school in a rural area and being met with 
mockery and ridicule for my clothes and behavior. I gave the eight-year-old part of me lots 
of empathy for how hard that had been—when all she had wanted was to make friends and 
be accepted. After a while the body feelings eased and got lighter—and a new insight fol-
lowed. “It wasn’t personal; they would have treated any outsider that way.” Somehow that 
was a shift.

There were other sessions that week, exploring different sides and aspects of the 
Tangle. After each one, there was some change, deeper breath, some relief. Gendlin (1990) 
writes about “steps of change.” We don’t always know what it is that brings the change, but 
the body tells us, through relief and release, that something has happened. As the week went 
on, it became clearer that the desire to speak in public was a desire that brought joy to my 
whole being.

holding iT All—The Pink Silk Arrow

Now at last we come to the remarkable, transformative session that this article is 
about. This was the culmination of the week’s journey with Treasure Maps Focusing, the last 
morning, a sunny day in the cozy library of Woodbrookershuis in Barchem, the Netherlands. 
The group was relaxed and eager for the last day’s Focusing. I felt warmly held by their 
attention and of course by Barbara’s steady, skillful companionship.

The final exercise we offer in the Treasure Maps process is one we call “Holding It 
All.” This is one we’ve developed just in the last few years, when we realized that we needed 
a final step to the process that gave full scope to the “level-shifting” qualities of getting a 
felt sense. After all the work with parts, this exercise invites a fresh felt sense of the whole 
Tangle.

Our close study of Gendlin has led to a realization that the key moment of change in 
Focusing is the forming of the felt sense. This has not been widely understood; many people 
have assumed that the felt sense is a bodily expression of the problem, and the change comes 
with the “felt shift.” But Gendlin clearly states in a number of places (1) that the felt sense 
is not just any body sensation but rather the freshly forming whole sense that is invited in a 
pause, and (2) that the forming of the felt sense is already the change.

When the [felt sense] forms, one has lived past the stoppage. Now one for-
mulates what the problem was in a new way. One formulates the problem in 
a world in which the problem is solved, in a context changed by that solving. 
One cannot always instantly speak and act so as to resolve the situation. But 
any speech or action now [that the felt sense has formed] instances the solution, 
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and feels right. They will change the situation so a new action becomes pos-
sible.”—Gendlin (1997) p. 236

I give the credit for identifying this key point and for creating this exercise to Barbara 
McGavin, who leads the way in so much of our work both in practice and in theory. That 
August morning I got to experience the full impact of this exercise—which is, as you will 
see, a quintessential Focusing process.

Gathering my resources at the start, I refreshed my sense of Self-in-Presence: felt the 
contact of my body on the chair, enjoying that sense of support. I said out loud: “I am the 
space for all that wants to come about this whole thing.” Then I gathered—both remember-
ing and sensing—all the elements and aspects of the issue with clothes and being myself in 
the world. I sensed the Tangle as it is now, and invited a fresh felt sense to form.

In the middle area of my body, something began to be there. The instruction in the 
exercise was “Let it be there without words at first,” and that was helpful, because there were 
certainly no words . . . except perhaps the word “something.”

I took time. I let it take time. I could feel that slowly it was taking form into something 
that could be described. “It’s like a cushion . . . It’s like an arrow . . . It’s like a cushion in the 
shape of an arrow, pointed forward . . . It’s a pink silk arrow-shaped cushion, it’s a pink silk 
cushioned arrow, pointing ahead.” Getting this description brought an enormous sense of 
relief and elation. I loved my pink silk arrow-cushion! Where had it come from? Who could 
have invented it? It was certainly not from logic or thinking! My body had formed this, from 
all that was included in the whole issue about clothes and being myself in the world, from 
all the processes that had gone on up until this moment, and the inner sense of what could 
happen next. It was a beautiful moment. And there was more.

Barbara as my Focusing Companion helped me acknowledge and take time for this 
body feeling of a pink silk cushioned arrow, and enjoy and savor how good it felt to have it 
come. Then she asked if I would be ready for another invitation. “Sure,” I said.

“You might sense,” she said slowly, “what feels possible now that wasn’t possible 
before.”

Even before I tried doing what she suggested, I could feel it was the perfect invitation. 
There was an inner “yes” at even being given that invitation. I paused . . . making sure that I 
was sensing inside instead of answering “from the head.” Here is what came:

“I could go into a clothing store—and be curious.”

I acknowledged that, enjoyed the sense of rightness that came with it, and thanked my 
body. And that was the end of the session.

whAT hAPPened Then

The rest of that day, and the next day, and the next, nothing was outwardly different. I 
had enjoyed the process and I let it go. I didn’t know what would happen, and I didn’t worry.
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It was when I got home again that things began to change. I asked a close friend if she 
would go shopping with me, and we went to a mall near her home. I looked for stores that fit 
me. The first store I went into, I could tell just by walking once through that these styles were 
not for me, so we left. I had no feeling of being judged by the clothes, just “these are not for 
me.” In the next store, I was drawn to some colors and styles. I tried on a suit in a fabric that 
was really enjoyable to touch . . . liked it . . . bought it.

The next weekend, I got a feeling about a shopping area in a different town, a sense 
I might find something there. Again I asked my friend to go with me, and we visited a few 
different boutiques before we found one that really clicked. The styles, colors, and fabrics 
spoke to me. There was also a very helpful store employee. I walked out of there that day 
with ten items, feeling elated. All of them were flowing, comfortable, stylish, and suitable to 
wear on stage.

I found myself asking inside, what hairstyle I was drawn to. I asked a client if I could 
take a photo of her haircut, and she consented. I noticed on TV what styles I liked, clipped 
pictures from magazines. I took all this with me on my next visit to my hair stylist—and she 
pulled it all together into a cut that worked for me.

I felt moved to ask my daughter if she would go with me to buy makeup. We ended up 
at Bloomingdales in a mall near her apartment. With her help, I stayed close to what worked 
for me and what I was likely to actually use. Again, I found a really helpful saleswoman. 
The makeup I bought that day has been well-used, hasn’t just stayed in the back of a drawer. 

About three months into this process, I went to the Second Focusing-Oriented Ther-
apy Conference in New York (November 2011). I wore my flowing clothes and makeup, 
new shoes and jewelry. Most of all, I had the inner sense of fun, enjoyment, elation at being 
myself meeting the world. It was remarkable the reactions I got from people who had known 
me for years. Heads were turning, mouths were dropping open. Most people thought I had 
lost weight. (I had not, but a few months later I dropped 20 pounds as part of the continuing 
process.) There is a video online of a clip of me speaking at that conference, made by Nada 
Lou—you can see for yourself how I looked (Cornell 2011).

In May 2012, I was a keynote speaker at a day-long conference for psychotherapists 
in New York. A photo was snapped by one of my co-presenters. The invitation to present at 
this conference had come two months after my transformative Focusing session.

inner ChAnge, Flowing ACTion

The point I would make about this change is something Barbara and I have observed 
about change from Focusing in general. After the inner change, outer action comes in a 
flowing sequence. There is not a knowing in advance exactly what will happen. If plans are 
made, they are plans for a next step, not for the whole process that will unfold. We know—if 
we know anything—what will come next, but not what will come after that.

When action comes—like asking a friend to go shopping—it is not a struggle, not a 
big deal. It doesn’t have angst attached, because it is just this action. This is the action that 
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feels possible, and taking this action makes the next action possible. I don’t have to know the 
whole sequence—and in fact I cannot know it.

Another notable characteristic of the post-transformation change process is how often 
other people are involved—both people already known, and people one meets serendipi-
tously. I “found myself” asking a friend to go shopping with me, and in the process met a 
helpful saleswoman. This kind of thing happened repeatedly, in fact.

Action that feels unforced, that emerges one step at a time, and that involves other 
people in roles of support and partnership—these qualities are what we have come to expect 
after transformative Focusing sessions. 

The feeling is of being in a flow. Actions don’t have to be “decided on.” They simply 
occur. Phrases like “I found myself . . . ”, “I felt drawn to . . . ”, “I felt moved . . . ” occur in the 
descriptions of these actions. In our experience this is usually what the flowing action after 
a Focusing transformation feels like. Not “I resolved to—” or “I decided to—” but rather “I 
found myself . . . .” taking the action. Certainly there is a sense of agency and responsibility; 
I am not just floating along. But there is not a sense of struggle, of having to decide and then 
do. There is a notion, then there is the action. What is notably absent is the struggle. Life 
opens, and I—interacting with others—flow forward.

The Effects of the Transformational session:

 Before August, 2011 After August, 2011
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Focusing with “BaBy on Board”

Barbara Dickinson, C.F.T.

At an online Virtual Changes meeting two years ago, one of the participants, a young 
woman, said she was pregnant and very interested to know what benefits Focusing might 
have for her unborn child. 

My personal ‘policy’ is to jump in whenever there is an opportunity to apply Focus-
ing in an interesting new way. Undeterred by the 600 miles between us, I therefore said, “I 
would love to try guiding your Focusing, if you would!” 

My response was the beginning of a relationship lasting through her high-risk preg-
nancy, the birth of her child, and the time following delivery during which she has had 
many serious medical problems. Our Focusing sessions have dealt with the distress of some 
life-threatening situations in which she found herself. We have also included her baby, who 
has grown into an absolutely delightful eighteen month old. While this is a memoir of one 
of those sessions, we are still going strong, which explains the use of both current and 
past tense.

Guiding Momma, I always begin with a lead-in that I customize, depending on her 
concerns of the day. The session we both remember best started with Momma’s worry over 
something that seemed to be upsetting her baby. In this case—and this may be the first time 
it happened—I spent more than the usual amount of time helping Momma sense into both 
her own body and that of her baby. One of our favorite instructions in the lead-in is “Place a 
gentle hand over that area, and notice not one heartbeat, but two.” 

Me: “Take your time to settle into the furniture and get as comfortable as you can! (Gentle 
laughter from mother-to-be and her guide, a mother of two!) Scan your body and notice 
textures, temperatures, and sensations on the surface and beneath the surface. Notice your 
pulse, and your breath, and relax into the rhythm of those natural processes.

Now take whatever time you need . . . and bring your attention to the middle area of 
your body . . . just resting . . . with your compassion directed toward the baby you are carrying 
there. And then . . . maybe just notice how it is with her today (we knew it was ‘her’) . . . and 
offer an ever-so-gentle inquiry . . . ‘How are you today, my Dear Little One?’ . . . And 
wait . . . to see whatever comes . . . ”

Momma could almost always clear the space for herself and set aside all of her con-
cerns. This time, when she did, her unborn baby seemed to take that same guidance, and 
both relaxed—as it seemed to Momma’s felt sensing—and as it was in reality as Momma sat 
with a less active belly!
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Momma: “I’m worried more than usual because the baby seems to be upset lately. The 
Baby seems to be moving around in a really uncomfortable way. There are these sudden, 
jolting movements, almost a “thrashing.” And it’s happening over and over again.”

Me: “You’re really worried . . . I’m wondering if you could take some time for yourself in 
presence . . . as much as you can . . . to make more space for what is coming from the baby . . . ”

Me: “I’m wondering if it’s possible to sense into how it is with Baby . . . and how Momma 
is with Baby.” (In this way, she could practice and eventually more easily calm herself, and 
“sense that calm toward” her Baby as well, from a place of grounding, or presence. It was 
our intention from the start of this adventure that Baby would come into the world already a 
practiced Focuser! It certainly seems from our experiences, especially this one, that Focus-
ing with “Baby on Board” has had just that effect, tuning Momma into Baby and vice versa 
in a way that can continue long after the birth takes place.)

Momma: “I’m getting a felt sense in the whole middle area of my body . . . and that includes 
the Baby . . . and I’m getting something about “full” . . . about what I’m eating and the reac-
tions the baby gets afterwards. (Several seconds pass) . . . “Oh there’s something connect-
ing this sense of “full” and the reactions of distress from Baby!”. (As in many Focusing 
associations, we do not have an explanation to “connect the dots” in this session. Momma 
sensed . . . and these food connections came.)

Me: (Because the word that came as the anchor for the felt sense of the whole of “Momma 
and Baby” was “thrashing,” in a very interactive way, an image came to me of my own tiny 
baby years ago—the one who had a colicky kind of digestive difficulty—and the way he 
used to flail about in discomfort when one of the fits of colic overcame him. In many cases, 
young children outgrow these digestive reactions. In other cases, they can be signs of food 
sensitivities, allergies, or even more serious conditions. Now two mothers were on high alert! 
What if this was one of those?)

At the time of this session, I had recently been dealing with my now grown son, who 
had just begun a journey into gluten-free eating. Perhaps it was my heightened sensitivity 
to his issues that inspired my next question. Focusing has the power to bring forth from 
the whole body all kinds of wisdom, which often takes the form of connections I would 
otherwise never make. I offered that suggestion. “Maybe take some time . . . to sense into 
the possibility that there might be some reactivity on the part of Baby to specific foods that 
you, Momma, are eating, rather than an overall eating problem.” (If sensitivity or allergy 
was the cause, then Momma could learn more about what foods might be causing these 
uncomfortable reactions, and then remove them from her own eating.)

Momma: Let me sit quietly with that, and let the baby sit with that too (pausing and sens-
ing for about a minute) Yes, something we are eating . . . something we are eating is really 
coming to my attention . . . I’m just not sure what . . . but this thrashing, and the contractions 
it causes . . . they are suddenly seeming related to food.

Me: “I’m wondering if you might ask Baby about her sense of receiving some nourish-
ment . . . that maybe is irritating . . . ” 
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Momma: “So I’m switching focus now . . . sensing into Baby, and asking, ‘How are you 
doing, sweetheart? (Several seconds pass.) . . . Oh . . . I’m getting something from Baby that 
she’s . . . distressed . . . definitely, I’m getting something . . . that all of the activity we see com-
ing from her . . . the fact that she doesn’t hold still for a second . . . for hours on end . . . it is not 
just because she is playful . . . It is not joyful, peaceful movement. She is moving because she 
is distressed. Oh wow, this is startling new information . . . very important . . . I need to pay 
attention or this information could get lost. 

Momma/Baby/me: Any time we invited the baby into the felt sensing experience, we waited 
patiently for anything that seemed like confirmation of what we were learning from her/
their felt sense. This time it seemed quite clear . . . in a felt way . . . that the baby in some way 
agreed with our felt understanding about sensitivity to certain foods. As with many associa-
tions that come through Focusing, we cannot describe how Momma knew this, but the baby’s 
movement changed when Momma made the realization and there was a sense of harmony 
with Momma that had been hard to find in recent days. Also, an image came to Momma 
of the baby being capable of being still and peaceful in the future. We had spent so much 
time together on these issues, and the proofs had arrived so reliably afterward, that we felt 
confident we were getting a right “reading” from Baby.

At this point in her pregnancy, Momma was having a lot of pre-term labor and con-
tractions. She would go into the hospital and watch Baby on the monitor moving constantly 
for hours upon end, without being still for a second. More than one ‘something’ in Momma 
felt scared, troubled and exhausted from witnessing Baby’s incessant thrashing. Motivated 
by what she had sensed during her latest Focusing session, Momma started taking careful 
note of what she was eating, by noticing what foods seemed to bring on a reaction of distress. 
She quickly discovered that by paying such close attention to Baby’s reactions, she could 
regulate her own diet to the benefit of her baby and minimize these distressed episodes. 
What a relief! And what a miracle! Baby was still active at this point, but it felt like normal 
activity, and now was full of graceful, peaceful, enthusiastic and fun movements, not a dis-
tressed thrashing like Momma felt previously.

Within a week, the contractions stopped completely, and Baby made it all the way until 
her due date. This was amazing, given that contractions had begun as early as 17 weeks and 
Baby was labeled as high risk the entire pregnancy. After the birth, her food allergies were 
confirmed, and as it turned out gluten was, indeed, one of the culprits. Momma continued to 
avoid gluten while she was breastfeeding, and Baby was an incredibly joyful, peaceful baby. 

We are confident that had we not gained awareness of the food allergy information so 
early, she could have easily been labeled a “colicky” or “fussy” baby because she would have 
had a constant tummy ache. Because of this early awareness, Momma was also able to take 
Baby in for some holistic, non-invasive allergy treatments at a very young age, which helped 
Baby overcome her allergies, since babies tend to be very responsive to treatments like this 
when they are done early.

One of my greatest joys throughout this adventure in Focusing with “Baby on Board” 
is the confirmation of the beneficial results of our work together—and the relatively immedi-
ate benefits at that. Our session on “thrashing” was one of the most powerful—more than 
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any of the other sessions—and convinced us both that the Focusing process opens up a 
wonderful area of parent-child bonding, even before birth! 

Momma had some complications with delivery that caused some severe, life-threat-
ening health issues the first few months of Baby’s life, which required her to be in the 
hospital and away from Baby more than any new mom would ever want. One of her saving 
graces during this time was that she already had such a solid, strong bond with Baby that the 
bond carried them through this time and Baby is still to this day such a “Momma’s Girl.” 
Using what she learned through Focusing and simply being Focusing-minded in the way she 
parented, she already had such a clear understanding of what Baby’s needs were and how to 
best meet them that when she needed to rely on family to care for Baby while she was in the 
hospital, she knew exactly how to instruct them on what Baby most needed.

Momma, Baby and I continue to do guided Focusing as Baby grows. The felt sense I 
have (every time I see that little girl toddling around on the computer screen) is of a ball of 
light with a tiny heart at the center firmly cradled in my middle, warm, and cozy, and joyful. 
And all on the Internet!

This article is a collaboration between Momma and me. We both say, “I couldn’t have done 
it without you!”

Barbara Dickinson is a senior executive who has just finished a long career in manage-
ment in the U.S. Federal Reserve. Since she learned Focusing in 2006, she has become an 
enthusiastic learner and teacher of the many facets of Focusing and thinking at the edge. 
She volunteered her services to The Focusing Institute as a management consultant from 
2010-2012. Barbara is currently studying Thinking At The Edge with Nada Lou and hopes 



FoCus� • ing wiTh “BaBy on Board” • 47

to share Focusing and Thinking At The Edge with young people so that they enter the 
workforce already empowered to bring compassion and creativity to everything they do.

If you would like to learn more about Changes Groups of all types, and especially the Virtual 
Changes meetings that led to this happy story, please visit http://focusing.org/changes.htm. 

http://focusing.org/changes.htm
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Taking off The STraighT JackeT: 
a healing focusing Process through the inner  

connection to other existing Dimensions

Ifat Eckstein, M.S.W.

Knowing that something exists that is broader and larger than what we can tangibly 
see and know has accompanied me since childhood. I remember many conversations with 
God, having a sense of things that are beyond, that have no name and cannot be translated 
into something tangible. However, over the years something in me has closed. Struggling 
and trying to live up to other people’s expectations and trying to be a “good girl”, has taken 
over the space of my earlier inner feelings. 

Over the years, through my own personal journey and through meetings with people 
in times of severe crisis in their life processes, a renewed connection inside of me began to 
grow. My professional background, countless Focusing processes, the reading of spiritual 
books that came to me by coincidence—all that and more—have enabled new expansions 
and a still-growing-understanding of the multi-dimensions in life.

In recent years, my evolving understanding and growth demanded another step to 
unfold: the need to express my broader vision—to give, to teach, to speak out, and bring 
directly and openly my understanding about the extended dimensions I meet to the educa-
tional and therapeutic field. 

The process presented here is one of many, marking the internal struggle to come out 
publically—and the fear that accompanies it. 

I am sitting on the beach with a friend and colleague . . . I am glad we are on the 
shore, where I can breathe in some of the spaciousness of the beach and the sea. Despite 
the openness of the sea, I feel this weight inside of me—a heavy weight that is connected 
to my next step—to dare to talk about the inner connection we have to other dimensions, 
to speak about what I feel and see in these non-physical dimensions, and to bring out 
my understandings—helping other people reconnect to the Light that lies dormant within 
themselves. I feel the urge inside of me that our world needs this more than ever. And again, 
I am feeling the heaviness inside and the fear of not being understood.

As I stayed with this sense of heaviness, it swelled. There is a great deal of fatigue 
and a desire to end the process. “You won’t be able to Focus,” says the voice of the inner 
critic inside me. An escape window? Something in me wants to escape from this Focusing 
process.

Besides the heaviness, another part of me is beginning to emerge, pulling me up 
above, giving me an eagle’s eye view. Higher and wider. A new awareness is increasing; 
I’m feeling a new experiential space, feeling the air entering my body, and feeling bodily 



taking oFF the Straight JaCket: a healing FoCuSing ProCeSS . . . • 49

relieved. I am now simultaneously aware of the part experiencing fear and the experiential 
bodily spaciousness and ease.

The bird’s-eye perspective starts to expand. At first I see the great sea, everything 
looks different, clear, beautiful, shiny . . . My body absorbs it all. There is a feeling of physi-
cal expansion.

Then suddenly . . . 

I see her—a young girl with dark hair. And I know it was me, from another time. 
From a previous life. I feel pain in my heart together with a strong attraction to get closer 
to her. Both of us are present in the same space. Past and present are one. I try to capture 
her eyes . . . They are petrified, looking in panic to all sides, in terror.

I am trying to make contact with her . . . starting to feel deep inside of me ‘her horror’. 
The traumatic memory starts to re-live itself inside of me, coming in as a muffled sensation 
embedded in the felt sense. Past and present are becoming one, and then separating again 
in a continuous circular movement.

Past and present interlocking with one another is reflecting my dilemma and fear of 
taking the step to share the extended knowledge that exists and is available to me. In this 
past life experience (that I am describing here) I had dared to share my understandings of 
other existing dimensions. I was misunderstood then . . . and locked up in a strait jacket. 
(And there still is, in me, the bodily sensation and experience of that straight jacket, now 
manifesting as the fear to be misunderstood and to be judged again.)

I return my attention back to the beach, again feel the space, the sea, breathing, and 
feeling the Focusing companion sitting next to me, listening to me, making me feel under-
stood. There is another breath.

I want to try to reconnect with the girl. It is tough. She is frantic, constantly moving, 
afraid. I am in an inner zigzag between the experience of the terrified girl and the bodily felt 
spaciousness, finding there some kind of quiet, not identifying with the feelings/experiences 
of the girl, sensing the expanded awareness that can contain everything and anything.

I am not only in the traumatic story, but I also feel this bodily expanded awareness, 
which can consist of the here and then, allowing the process to move as it wishes. I am 
sensing in my body a big opening. I realize that all the multi-dimensions are interconnected, 
interlaced, and undividable in a way that cannot be put into words, but can only be felt 
and rested in. There is an expansion, the infinite space between then and now, the contact 
between different time dimensions without the regular time sequence that we know. This 
feeling is very exciting. I want to sink into that feeling more and more.

Then I see her again. This time I can feel something deeper inside as I sense into the 
connection she had then with other dimensions in life. I am sensing that something from her 
knowledge is awakening in me. An ancient memory. 

There is in me an allowing . . . to be with both experiences—the fear and the expan-
sion. I breathe . . . Allowing the process to happen.
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I am feeling that this is enough for now. It feels like it’s time to finish the pro-
cess . . . promising to go back to it at another time. 

I go back to the physical sensations of being at the beach, the hot sand, the sea, the 
sun warming the body. I feel the need to be grounded. There are new insights emerging, still 
vague, into my awareness. Time is needed to allow them to sink in.

What is this connection to other times and spaces? What are those levels contained 
in our body—and when do these old memories come alive and why? Is it continuity from an 
unfinished stoppage that occurred so long ago . . . and has now received the opportunity to 
imply the process forward? 

From my understanding, these memories come ‘alive’ again . . . when they are 
needed . . . for our life continuity. Memories from past lives re-open, expanding our under-
standing of the meanings, healing traumatic experiences, and allowing the life process to 
continue. This multi-dimensional process helps the life energy to continue from the way it 
stopped a long time ago. The organism is supplying what is needed to continue this life pro-
cess. There is something greater than ourselves that wants to create movement and progress, 
bringing what is needed.

The process itself contains dimensions of time and different places, appearing and 
revealing in a precise way, a new texture with the potential to move the entire process for-
ward. Past—present—future, moving in new ways inside the interactive time, that takes 
place in the here and now, concealed in the pure essence of transformation. 

Eugene Gendlin describes time not as separate events that just come alive in our 
memories but as an intricacy of life forward movement inherently containing the implicit. 
He is inviting us to look in a different way at time and space.

What the organism brings to the present interaction has been called the ‘back-
ground’ . . . not considered as if it were a static thing rather than part of a regen-
erating process . . . The organism taking account of its past is a regenerative 
process; this regenerative process is the implicit precision. (Gendlin, 2012, 
Implicit precision, p.1) 

Implicit memory . . . does not represent the past, but re-enacts it in the course 
of the body’s performance . . . the present living process reshapes its past by 
reshaping itself . . . the past is not past because an observer determines that it 
happened at an earlier position on Newton’s absolute time line. The past is the 
living process’s own past, made past by its new present . . . (Gendlin, 2012, The 
time of the explicating process, p. 1)

The depth of the process and the integration of a different time and space is a new 
process happening in the now. Expanding our conception of time and space, deepening our 
understanding of the meaning of our lives and of the continuum of life at various levels, as 
well as the ones that are not visible. This essence is beyond time and place, and contains 
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countless experiences and knowledge. This sequence is constantly in motion, embodied 
within us individually—and linked to the whole.

In the deepest sense, the Focusing process allows us to delve into our essence. Within 
this new process there is not only a meeting with difficult or traumatic events and situations 
embedded in stuck-fear, waiting . . . for a space . . . a breath of fresh air and expansion . . . but 
also a direct contact with our essence.

Within ourselves lies the potential to be in touch with different dimensions, to expand 
and to rebalance them. This is a real potential inherent in being human. From here we can 
meet each other in a new way that will take ourselves both as individuals and as a whole 
society forward. 

It is night when I am writing these words. I am going to finish writing this article. 
Something inside me relaxes. A part of me did not understand what all the fuss was about. . .  
A new sense of freedom bubbling gently in my body. . . I’m ready to move forward, feeling 
the inner peace, acceptance. Also fear. . . but it is no longer paralyzing me. . . There is room 
for everything. I feel aliveness, new life energy and excitement. There is a rejoicing inside. . .  
I feel that I finally dared to take off this straight jacket! 

Note: There are many methods of working with past lives. It is not my intention 
here to prove, confirm, or refute anything. My personal process felt real—a real life bodily 
experienced memory, not an outcome of a vivid imagination.
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Green Dream

Jael Emberley, CFT

When I say to myself, “a little bit more space”, it brings back the feeling of the wings, 
a spacious feeling in my shoulders, the feeling of walking supported on an unknown path, 
creating a path, really, and also, it brings back to me the feeling of green, and my green 
dream—a powerful touchstone from a very ordinary-sounding phrase.

THe Dream

Dreams class, one of my first times in Katarina’s Focusing and Dreams class by 
teleconference. 

It was a dark cold morning in 2010, and the conference line system was acting up. 
We (about ten of us) had all dialed into a telephone line, entered a PIN number and then 
connected. When the conferencing system failed, everyone was disconnected from the con-
ference except me and our guest facilitator, Janet Pfunder, who was planning to demonstrate 
how she worked with Focusing and dreams. I don’t remember much of what Janet said, but I 
do remember the quality of her voice and of feeling comfortable being in conversation with 
her. I offered to bring a dream, since nobody else was there, and Janet offered to act as my 
companion. 

I had a lead-in to the Focusing session, but can’t recall if I guided myself or if I was 
guided by my companion. My companion used open ended questions, a very relaxed pace, 
reflections, and some guiding suggestions. Many of those details have fallen away com-
pletely, giving way to the content of the session and the way things have evolved since then.

The dream was one I had several years ago. It’s my green dream, a treasure. In this 
dream, the whole world is green, that green of early spring grass and leaves. The air is soft 
and warm. The environment of this dream is some kind of forest with new green leaves and 
young grass, on a warm spring day. I can feel that colour permeating everything. There is a 
feel of warm water, or gel, of that colour. The air seems to have a thickness or texture that 
gives it more substance than our usual atmosphere. The light shining through those young 
leaves is warm, gentle, and vibrant. This is something I can rest into with my whole being 
and enjoy fully. There is an undertone of deep safety in this dream. When I feel that dream, 
I invite a deep breath, as though I am breathing in that dream again.

eVerYTHInG IS aLIVe anD GrOWInG 

As I describe it now, I can feel it, as well. There is a sense that everything is alive and 
growing and that I am participating in this, fully. This is a feeling that I can connect with 
more and more in my ordinary waking consciousness.
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There is a path through this forest. The path in the green feels solid and springy, like 
it is propelling me forward. I walk slowly forward, enjoying the warmth and the feel of this.

THe Dream aPPreCIaTIOn PrOCeSS BeGInS

After I had shared all the details of this dream, my companion invited me to receive 
it fully. The texture of the green plants was smooth and soft. There was a full feeling in my 
body, as well. I can feel the optimism and sense of wonder in that moment of waking from 
that dream many years ago, and even now, I invite that into my being.

There was a next step, an invitation to continue the dream somehow . . . if possible . . . if 
it would be right. I sensed inside about that. It seemed like almost instantly I could feel large 
strong wings growing from my shoulders. They are very thickly feathered, like the wings 
you would see in an image of Pegasus, the flying horse in Greek mythology. The wings are 
also a brilliant white. Surprisingly, the wings are not heavy. My shoulders do not have to 
support them.

The experience of having the wings and walking to the edge of the forest is like 
being lifted upwards, so that each step is easier. With the support of the wings, I began to 
take steps beyond the forest, a territory that is completely unknown . . . like stepping into a 
puddle. There is no path; there are no footprints. The wings keep lifting me up, so there is 
no possibility of falling. I continue to walk in the unknown without seeing the green plants, 
but knowing they are there somewhere, and feeling the wings holding me as I walk through 
the unknown territory. I continued to experience the feeling of wonder at the feeling of being 
supported in the unknown.

THOSE IN THE GROUP SHARE THEIR APPRECIATION OF THE DREAM 

After the session was over, I learned that the rest of the class participants were in on 
the call. The conference organizer had muted them as they rejoined the conference call, so 
they had heard most of my Focusing session. The class participants said they loved the ses-
sion, and some of them asked me questions, and I was able to answer them.

As part of a group Focusing experience, I found it powerful and surprising that I 
could be emotionally present and openly share this experience with the other participants. 
When other conference participants invited me to expand on the details of my dream, I was 
comfortable accepting the friendly attention of the group and the two facilitators, Katarina 
and Janet.

I was left wondering what happened to me? How was I able to speak fluently about 
something really important to me? And about something very private?

THE DREAM LEARNINGS CONTINUE FOR ME

From this session I learned that the change that happens in a Focusing session causes 
real change in me and in my life. I began to notice a pattern of waking in the morning with 
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optimism about my day. There were very few ordinary conversations. I moved into a healthy 
new home six months after this session. My housemates, a nurse, a paralegal, and a tutor 
of math and science, are different from me, but they accept that I do my Focusing teaching 
online, and treat all of my online activity with the sacred respect given to a career in any 
other field, like engineering or medicine. I have integrated the feeling of having the support 
of those lovely large wings from this Focusing session and brought it into interactions with 
people in my own life.

When someone is in distress and is communicating with me, I respond internally 
by allowing myself to imagine lifting them up by the shoulders, and then gradually setting 
them on their feet, standing solidly, gradually withdrawing my support as I can feel them 
connect to the support of the earth. Primarily, this grounds me and gives me a base that I 
can respond from. The process also provides a pause, which slows things down so that there 
is more room for healthy interactions. It’s like giving the person in front of me that feeling 
that I get from the wings. 

There are many positive results from this experience. I listen really well when I’m not 
trying to fix the situation for the person. As a result, the person I am listening to is comfort-
able with my presence, and I am comfortable just being there. At the end of the conversation, 
if I feel something in me wanting to hold on, I acknowledge that, and go back to imagining 
lifting the person by the shoulders, just a little bit, and setting them down gradually and 
gently on the ground, until they are feeling solid, and so am I. I can feel the uplifting of my 
wings, and a little bit more space in my shoulders.

THe Dream GrOWS WITH me eVerY DaY

When I say to myself, “a little bit more space”, it brings back the feeling of the wings, 
a spacious feeling in my shoulders, the feeling of walking supported on an unknown path, 
a path that I create, really. It also brings back to me the feeling of green, and of my green 
dream—a powerful touchstone from a very ordinary-sounding phrase.

Jael Emberley is a Focusing Trainer living in Vancouver, BC, Canada. In addition to teach-
ing Focusing classes and co-facilitating Listening Circles, Jael enjoys travel, writing, ani-
mals, Scrabble, swimming, and hiking in forested areas. 

She can be reached at: rilwyn@gmail.com
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My Big Focusing AhA

Rosie Fanale, APRN, RNC, M.Ed.

I had been working with my therapist Amy Simpson for a few months when I expe-
rienced a great sort of release in my life and the feeling that something had been lifted off 
of me—almost divinely—a way that was the most substantial thing that I felt I had ever 
experienced.

My abuse began when I was a young child. I was the oldest girl in a family of 
eight . . . the third born. My family had been a very sad family . . . mom with eight children 
under the age of nine, and my father, with a very nasty non-supportive kind-of—cruel dis-
position, giving her no support . . . she had picked up alcohol—the same as all of those in her 
family . . . What else was she to do . . . ?

I remember my brothers consistently beating me up almost daily. I had no understand-
ing about any way of making friends for many years, having such a lonely life and low self 
esteem, as well as being sexually abused by one of my brothers. The result was a continuous 
and abusive relationship with men for years, until I finally decided at around age 54, that I 
needed to work as deeply as I could on this abuse, or never feel completely released from it. 
I had found the Focusing process to be the most powerful and deeply loving process, I had 
encountered. I had practiced it for about 20 years prior to the session I am going to write 
about, became a Focusing trainer and therapist about five years prior to this session.

Anyway, Amy and I were working/talking about my early experiences with my broth-
ers’ beating me, and all of a sudden I began to experience myself almost being in a different 
earlier time. Gradually, I began to feel something on top of me. It had me down on my face, 
and I felt like I couldn’t get up . . . almost like I was being pushed to the floor.

Amy in her greatest wisdom knew exactly what was happening. She asked me where 
I was, and I told her that it was dark . . . I didn’t quite know . . . but all I knew was that I was 
feeling a lot of pressure. She then, totally understanding what I was experiencing, asked me 
what age I felt like . . . I told her I wasn’t sure . . . I was very young . . . and she gently asked, 
“Maybe about 5?” and I said yes . . . and that I just felt like there was a lot of pressure and 
nothing else. She asked if it was ok for me to stay with the feeling for awhile, and I said 
yes . . . and then after a few minutes I think she asked me what the child in there felt like it 
wanted to do . . . and I said it felt like the child wanted me to push it off, but it felt really too 
heavy to push off.

She asked me if I wanted some help . . . and I said I would like some help from God 
and the angels. She said, “Yes, like it feels like God and the angels will help”. And I said 
yes . . . So what seemed at first to me like a lot for me to push off, gradually became easier 
and easier. It took some minutes, but finally the weight began to lift more easily.
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Amy then asked me what it felt like I needed to do with the weight, and I said that 
I wanted to put it somewhere very far away where it would never bother me or hurt me 
again . . . She reflected, “It feels like if you put it somewhere very far away, it will never 
bother you again . . . ” Yes, I said that I wanted to give it up to God, and have God put it in 
a big body of water somewhere—like in Siberia, where I would be safe from it, where it 
wouldn’t hurt me ever again . . . .

Then I raised my hands up, still in a motion of releasing and lifting it off of my 
body, and then, as if I was receiving divine help, the burden started to lift . . . it went . . . far 
away . . . and it was taken into the hands of the divine and let go . . . and there was a knowing, 
a feeling, of sureness that it definitely was gone from me . . . it was in a land very far away 
where it never would bother me again . . . 

Amy then checked in with my child inside and asked how she was feeling, and what 
she might be needing to make some closure . . . I said that the child felt much better and more 
relieved, but still wanted to know that I would be with her and make her feel safe.

I told her that I loved her and would protect her, so that she would never be hurt again 
in this way—ever! Amy asked if the child-part wanted to hear anything more from me. The 
younger part told me that she wanted to hear me tell her that I love her, and she wanted to 
hold her big white soft teddy bear . . . Amy said that she was a very sweet little girl, and I told 
her, “Yes, you are a very sweet little girl and I love you, and I will give you your teddy . . . ”

Amy then asked me if the child-part needed anything else from me, in order to close 
the session for right now . . . and that part said no, she just wanted me to make her feel safe 
and be extra loving to her . . . When Amy asked me if I could do this, I said yes, of course, I 
wanted to be more mindful about how gentle I was with her.

Then Amy asked me if my adult needed anything, and I said that I just needed to 
do what I love . . . to play myself a lullaby on the piano. That night, right then and there, I 
promised to be more conscious of being lovingly gentle to my self over the next couple of 
weeks until I saw Amy again, and then we closed the session.

I played the piano, feeling as though a two-ton weight had been lifted off of me. 
Afterwards, I sat for many minutes in one of the greatest and deepest feelings of peace I had 
ever remembered feeling in my entire life . . . a deep divine peace . . . and the start of one of 
the most profound changes in myself, an empowerment—a sort of a ‘moving forward’ and a 
trusting in myself that felt new and fresh . . . this work had started happening many months 
before . . . 

There are very many paths to trauma work that have been researched and written 
about. As a psychotherapist I had been aware of various other methods for years previous to 
my meeting Amy. I met Amy one year prior to my working in therapy with her when she was 
an assistant in my training with Shirley Turcotte in Advanced Trauma Focusing training. I 
believe that Shirley’s method of Trauma Focusing work is the most powerful method that I 
have encountered and that I believe can be offered for other individuals who carry in them 
the effects of trauma in their lives. The process taught by Shirley, her Advanced Trauma 
Focusing work, with its deep gentle presence, caring attitude, and listening—with total atten-
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tion into the core of a person—creates a lasting cellular change that the body knows, and will 
remember for all time . . . 

One important note that the author wants to make in respect to both her parents and 
her family: Trauma is multigenerational. The trauma that I experienced, both in my child-
hood and in my relationships as an adult, started out generations ago. My father experienced 
trauma in his family. My father’s mother had lost five children before she came from Italy 
to the U.S., and the resulting personality of my father was partly a result of the trauma of 
Rosalia, his mother—and what he experienced as a child from being raised in a family with 
so many complex issues—while my mother drank for many years to medicate what most 
probably had started in the generations before her. Regarding my brother, he had been put 
into a very difficult position in the family and his abuse of me resulted, most probably, as 
a possible call for help or a release from the trauma that he experienced in our family, as 
well. This author received many good things from having been raised by her family, and this 
article could not have been possible had I not received the drive and other elements that both 
my parents gave me.

Rosie Fanale, APRN, RNC, M.Ed. is a Focusing oriented nurse psychotherapist and 
expressive arts music therapist. She holds degrees from Lesley College as well as Yale 
University and has a private practice in Shelburne Falls. Currently much of her work leans 
towards combining Focusing with music and other expressive arts, finding in her work with 
clients that the combination of improvisational music and arts together with Focusing to 
sometimes provide the venue for even more powerful work. 

Rosie can be reached at: rfanale08@gmail.com Office: 413-625-6322.

mailto:rfanale08@gmail.com
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A CleAring in The SpACe:  
My Transformational Aha

María José Fernández-Caballero

A few months ago, at the Garrison Institute, at the Focusing Insitute Summer School 
(FISS) I chose to follow the five day program of René Vegleurs, Focusing with children. 
One day we were working with the Presence of Accompanying, i.e., how to be a Focusing 
companion, how to listen, from where to listen, the attitude and everything that it means to 
be a companion in Focusing.

We started the exercise with a group attunement: “What do you feel when you are 
connected to yourself? How do you feel when you get prepared before you listen to someone 
that is going to do Focusing? How do you feel the Presence?” After this opening exercise, 
René then suggested that we do a complete Focusing round with a partner while everyone 
else watched the process. I was the one to Focus. That Focusing session is the story of “a 
transformational aha”.

René asked me to look inside and then to ask this question to myself: “How do I feel 
when I feel I am connected?”

I ask this question to my body and wait. I am observing what I feel inside me, in my 
chest, in my belly . . . searching for a felt sense . . . Suddenly I realize there is something in the 
upper part of my body, and it is not new. What my body recognizes as the feeling of “being 
connected” is a feeling in the chest, as if the space inside my chest were present, demanding 
attention. I have been feeling it for several days.

Since I arrived at Garrison, I’ve had this felt sense: my chest was present all the time. 
It had become the center of me during the summer school. By following that sense in my 
chest, I would decide what to do, where to go, whether to join an activity or go for a walk. It 
was only during this Focusing session with Rene that I realized how much my decisions had 
been guided by this feeling in my chest. I felt myself to be centered and connected. 

As I continue Focusing with Rene, I try to get closer to the felt sense. I approach it 
with curiosity, trying to find out more characteristics . . . more feelings. It feels nice to feel it. 
It’s like an open space that becomes bigger and bigger inside of me. It lets me breathe better. 
I zoom in and zoom out, trying to see if the sense changes when it is observed.

The felt sense changes now a little bit, and it becomes a clearer space. I also feel it is 
green . . . a green wide space. It’s like a clearing in the woods! Yes, that fits. I feel that here in 
this place . . . I am light and free of weight. 

The way I experience this clearing in the forest is felt as a valuable, great discovery, 
as a . . . treasure. Treasure? I check if that word fits. It is more like a fountain. Umm? Or is 
it maybe a source, I ask myself? Yes, something comes out of the space . . . I do not know 
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exactly what it is . . . I try to sense whether I can get in and get out of that space. I want to 
make sure I do not miss the entrance to this ‘treasure’ inside of me, because I want to be able 
to go back to this comfortable place whenever I need to. I even open my eyes instinctively 
and close them again to check whether I can find the way back to the clearing I feel inside 
my chest. Yes, I can go back. This knowing makes me feel more confident. I can go back to 
the clearing when I need to.

“May I ask you something?” René asked me.

“Yes, of course,” I say.

“Check and see . . . What is so valuable in the open space inside you? What is that 
treasure that you have mentioned?” 

I ask my body, “What’s in there?” I wait. Suddenly, a word comes: “Wisdom”. That’s 
it! Wow!! Yes, that’s it!!! There is wisdom in the bottom of the open space, coming out of it. 
I savor, relish this answer. I feel the wisdom like light and energy in the open space. So the 
space is brighter now. I smile. 

“And, may I ask you again . . . ,” René says. “How does that all make you feel?” 

I wait for an answer. “Confident.” I feel a body shift, something fits again now. I feel 
as if a part of the space has integrated inside my body. I can breathe better. The clearing is 
part of myself.

So that is it. When I connect with others I do it from here, from this open space in my 
chest. The clearing in the forest.

My classmates in this Focusing with children workshop have been watching. Mad-
elene is one of them. She is an art therapist. On the last day of the course she has a present 
for each of us in the group. She gives me a handmade minicard that reveals what she saw in 
my exercise. 

My Focusing session with Rene has been especially positive, and that positive quality 
is something different and quite new for me. I have been practicing Focusing for several 
years now, but most of my Focusing sessions up to now had been centered on sad aspects, 
and even if the body shift brought something good, a relief, the felt sense was not so positive 
at the beginning. 

But this time it was. And it was fresh and good. Even the story of how I arrived here is 
a little bit strange. I wanted to go to the FISS in Spain, but at the last minute, those arrange-
ments were not possible. Yet, instead of feeling disappointed, I becme more determined. I 
just felt in my body and in my heart that I had to go to New York for the FISS at Garrison. 
It was a crazy idea because my personal situation was not good. But the inner voice calling 
from my heart to go to New York was so strong and clear that I just knew I had to go. And 
so I did—and the experience was fantastic! 

Although my personal situation after FISS hasn’t improved, I feel so very lucky—I 
had the opportunity to live one of the most important experiences of my life. As a result, I 



60 • The Folio • 2013

now have the chance to tell a wonderful story—to tell you the wonderful story of my most 
transformational Focusing session! 

 

María Jose Fernández-Caballero Quintana is a Forest Engineer, Anthropologist and study-
ing to be a Focusing teacher. 

Contact: mariajosefcq@gmail.com (Madrid, Spain)

http://gmail.com/
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A TrAnsformATionAl focusing ExpEriEncE: 
The power of Engaging from one’s Embodied presence:  

A Tribute to neil friedman

glenn fleisch, ph.D., mfT

inTroDucTion

There are certain moments in life when something comes together in an effable way 
that has a powerful effect on your whole way of being in the world. I am going to share such 
an event—and the impact it had at the time, as well as the ramifications since that time. I 
have shared this story verbally many times over the years. In doing so, I learned that many 
people that I grew to know, respect and adore were there that day. Of course, I did not know 
them at that time, and was in such a state that I probably did not look at anyone in the audi-
ence that day anyway. It is by far my most significant Focusing experience—something that 
has stayed within me and reverberated in my organism and energy field to this day. 

In addition, as I will describe in later sections, not only was it a personally transforma-
tive event, but the seeds were planted that have grown into my new orientation to Focusing/
Wholebody Focusing. So this paper is dedicated to Neil Friedman, whose untimely passing 
a few years ago was a deep loss for me and so many others in the Focusing community. 

BAckgrounD

It was in May, 1996 that I attended my first Focusing International conference, which 
was held in the Boston area. The day was sunny, warm with a slight breeze—one of those 
special late Spring days in New England. Yet I could not enjoy the beautiful weather or the 
wonderful place nor connect with anyone. There I was amongst a group of people, only 
a very few that I had ever met. It was a time of great turmoil in my inner world and deep 
distress about my life situation. The best way to describe my inner-body-space was one of 
continual churning and twisting, like a wet towel being twisted tight in my gut. In addition 
to these constant pangs of anxiousness, my spirits were very low. If I had to show it in a 
postural stance, my back would be hunched over, like the shoulders carrying a heavy weight, 
a huge burden, and the neck/head would be slumped downwards, with pained eyes pulling 
away from making direct human contact. 

The outer persona I showed was probably friendly and somewhat engaging but the 
inner being who lived within was filled with overwhelm and great terror. It was like a first 
day at a new school, when everyone else seemed to know each other—with warm hugs, 
smiles, engagement, so much more together, confident and connected. And then there was 
little me, a newbie, who felt like a complete outsider. All these experienced Focusing people, 
and me. They seemed so polished, open, outspoken—and my insides felt completely locked 
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up. What if someone asked me to Focus, and I didn’t know what to say or do? What if I 
ruined their process—or exposed my inadequacy?

“You call yourself a Focusing person!? And you are a therapist, no less!” was how 
this inner one projected the reception it might receive. So of course, there was a strong 
trepidation of being “called on,” or paired up with someone. Needless to say, my insides 
were stirred up, locked into this anxious-filled space. 

TrAnsformATionAl focusing ExpEriEncE

So with all this angst as backdrop, I made my way through the first couple of days, 
meeting some people, and finding a small group that felt comfortable enough to settle in just 
a bit. One of those I met briefly one morning was this rather short, stocky guy, balding a bit, 
who seemed very engaging and spoke like a ‘real guy’. “Hi, my name is Neil. Nice to meet 
you.” When I saw that he was giving a workshop later that day, I knew I would attend. It was 
entitled (something like): “Integrating Focusing with body-oriented techniques.” As I recall, 
Neil did not do much teaching but rather asked for volunteers to go through a “demo” with 
him. There were a couple of people with whom he worked in the first half of the workshop. 
While sitting and observing, there was something in Neil’s presence that stirred a kind of 
inner courage to volunteer. Now this surge of ‘bravery’ felt very compelling, yet equally if 
not more so, felt terrifying to that anxious being. “Are you crazy? Getting up and processing 
something in front of all these people? No f-in way!” 

However, while that inner spirit of courage persisted, I knew I had to act right then 
before the more usual shrinking back would take hold, and I would lose the nerve of the 
moment. I recall running up to Neil at the start of the break, and with a big gulp, said, “If 
you don’t have anyone else, I would volunteer after the break to work with you.” He looked 
back with that warm smile he had. “No I don’t have anyone else set, and yes, it would be fine. 
You can go right after the break.”

It was as if he was already channeling a knowing awareness of how shaky inside this 
felt for me. So when we began the demo, Neil invited me to take some deep breaths, settle 
in, and let him know if there is anything that I would like to work on. I began to describe 
these intense pangs of anxiousness in my belly, and some of the other feelings that I had been 
experiencing at the conference. While describing these feelings, (unbeknownst to me at the 
time), my upper body was rocking back and forth, and my right hand had formed into a fist, 
and was moving up and down, pounding on my right thigh with some force. Neil asked if I 
would like a pillow to cover the spot on my leg—but I declined, saying something like, “No, 
it’s ok. I want to feel the impact and pain without any cushion.” It was the direct bodily feel 
of the impact of hitting (pain) that seemed to want to happen, like shaking up and awakening 
from a frozen or deadened place. 

Instead of just reflecting my words, Neil brought attention to what my body was doing. 
He invited something like, “Let’s pay attention to the fist pounding your leg and your body 
rocking. Try to sense into what this is saying . . . ” As I did, I could feel the anxious place in 
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my belly moving upward, like a wave of hot energy. “I feel angry, pissed off . . . ” but think 
that my voice was not channeling that feeling. 

“See if you can stay with it, let it come as strongly as you can. And you might sense 
who it is you are angry at . . . ” Then it just came, “It’s my father. That’s who I’m pissed at. 
He left me all alone, to suffer with this terrible anxiety, insecurities and shame . . . ” Neil 
reflected, “He left you all alone, and you are really angry about that . . . ”

What came next was a total shock to me (and maybe to others there as well). Even to 
this day I am amazed at what arose from a depth beyond what I had known, a full bodied 
scream, “YOU BASTARD!! YOU BASTARD!! How could you have done that?! You were 
never there for me . . . ” and more, all coming at an incredible decibel of yelling with hot rage. 
This went on for probably a couple of minutes (although it felt much longer), and Neil was 
right there with me, gently but firmly encouraging me, “Just breath, let it keep coming. It’s 
all right . . . .” Finally, as the upsurge ran out of steam, Neil’s tone shifted a bit. “You’ve been 
keeping this anger and pain inside for a long time—and so good that you are allowing it out. 
And what your father did was wrong, not ok. He shouldn’t have abandoned you like that.”

Hearing these words along with a sense of his sincere caring hit me right in the gut. 
With some of the heat having been dissipated, what emerged was the inner pain. I believe 
that Neil saw it in my eyes, because he kind of nodded in what felt like a loving gesture of 
permission. “It is ok to cry about this—because it was wrong. You deserved better . . . ” Then 
the tears came like a flood door had opened, and just as sudden as had come the rage, tears 
started streaming down my face. I think that my body might have leaned toward Neil who 
was positioned immediately to my left side. What he did next seemed to directly connect 
with the little boy in me—and opened the floodgates even more. 

He leaned toward me, with open arms, saying, “You were a good boy. You didn’t 
deserve to be deserted. You deserved to have a good father.” As I was sobbing, this inner boy 
leaned further toward Neil’s right shoulder, and I think I said, “Is it ok for me to lean on you 
here?” He smiled, “Of course, come here.” And he put his big arms around my shoulders, 
and my head buried itself in his large, strong shoulder. He kept repeating, now very softly, 
“You ARE a good boy. You don’t need to suffer alone. I’m here.” 

In that moment, a powerful torrent of tears and lifetime of grief and pain flowed out 
into his strong shoulders and warm, solid presence. He kept holding me for a short time, until 
it was time for the process to end. The whole event lasted probably 20 minutes, but felt like 
hours. As I came back into the space, I was amazed that there were people there, because, 
while I was Focusing, I had only been aware of Neil and me. 

After the workshop ended, I left the room feeling as though a 1000 lbs of weight had 
been lifted or released. The constant pang of anxiousness in the belly had disappeared, and 
my whole bodily being felt lighter, straighter. My eyes were clearer, and my stride was dif-
ferent. I recall that a few people spoke to me after the workshop, praising my courage and 
sincerely admiring my openness and vulnerability. In me, something shifted. “So it is ok to 
show vulnerability, pain, need—to let someone in to help. I don’t have to pretend or shoulder 
this huge burden alone.”
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Discussion

Immediately thereafter, and for years later, this experience has stayed with me, 
etched in my body and psyche as a touchstone or hallmark as something very powerful and 
transformational. In writing the vignette, the depth and sacredness of that event reemerges, 
touching me again in my soul and spirit. I want to share what made this event so special, 
first on a personal level and then how it has informed the development of my orientation to 
Focusing, especially Wholebody Focusing and the transformative power of Co-Presence in 
the Focusing/therapy space. I will also briefly touch on how this has morphed into what I call 
the theatre of the living body or embodied theatre. 

What allowed me to open up and let go in a way so unusual and generally terrifying to 
a large part of me, was Neil’s presence. Even before the workshop, there was something in his 
way of embodying his being that felt refreshingly honest, grounded, and warmly solid. And 
having witnessed him work with others in previous demos seemed to affirm this sense that it 
was possible to be more engaged, open and embodied. Neil encouraged, and I sensed could 
“take” the type of outward display of strong affective and bodily expression that came alive 
and flowed out of me. So as a “client,” this was quite evocative and empowering, that another 
living being was both inviting a depth of feeling and capable of “holding his own” (being 
grounded/ embodied enough) with a strong show of expressiveness. I know for sure that it 
was not his methods or any particular Focusing or body-oriented technique that allowed this 
experience to unfold. It was him, his embodied presence as real, open, sensitively attuned 
and solid that conveyed in his comportment and way of being that is was ok to let go to the 
extent that happened. For this, I am eternally grateful. That one session with Neil initiated 
a journey of inner healing of deep wounds and began a process of moving closer to my true 
Self, an inner spirit that is quite passionate and expressive. 

This experience also showed me the importance of something we might call intensive 
vs. extensive processing. Although as a psychotherapist and Focusing facilitator, I do recog-
nize that deep change proceeds in small steps over a long period of time. Yet the fact that the 
session with Neil has stayed with me so deeply and for so long also shows us the importance 
of intensiveness. 

There are certain ingrained patterns and inner beings that seem to live in their own 
world, i.e. embodied places that have a life of their own. Thus, it sometimes requires a depth 
of intensity to reverberate through our whole system in order to loosen blockages, allow 
life-energy to stir and flow where it has been deadened or stuck. This is certainly true for 
my process, as in the session when my fist hit the thigh, awakening sensations that allowed 
my awareness to become more embodied. Thus, for me, Wholebody Focusing was a natural 
extension of what I first encountered with Neil, using one’s whole embodied presence as well 
as movement, gesture, and energetic/affective expression as integral to the transformational 
process.

For example, in this session, Neil not only reflected back what I was saying/describing 
about my inner body feelings (felt sensing), but also brought attention to the gestural/bodily 
movements that were co-occurring. I know now (in retrospect) that this was an important 
contribution that Neil made to the Focusing world, regarding the integration of what he 
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called “soft,” “expressive,” and “hard” body-oriented interventions (Friedman, 2000). For 
me, at the time, these ideas were a revelation. My arm/hand was doing something different 
from and in contrast to what my words were conveying. Because he brought this to aware-
ness, and encouraged more of that pounding and rocking, more aspects of the process were 
allowed to emerge. Now, I would say that the fist/arm was an outward expression/movement 
of the awakening of an inner living being who had been split off or deadened. 

In addition, Neil not only reflected, but added aspects that must have emerged from 
his own embodied presence in relation to what something in me was needing. This is a living 
example of what Gendlin has called bodily implying, (Gendlin, 1996) and the primacy of 
human presence (Gendlin, 1990). When Neil said, “You didn’t deserve to be deserted . . . You 
were a good boy . . . ” it seemed to flow from his embodied engagement with something in me 
(a hurt, abandoned boy). It was not just his words, but what came through the words, a deep, 
sincere and authentic response to what was emerging in the session.

It is this felt quality of responsiveness that I found most transformative, more powerful 
that than just reflecting. It is a way of attuning and resonating to the bodily/feeling quality 
of what is being expressed, and letting it be modulated in one’s own organism. So when Neil 
shared what came for him, a door was opened (I called it a floodgate) that had been locked. 
Without this type of embodied, personal sharing, in tune with what he sensed something in 
me was implying it needed, that gate would not have opened. He also “lent” his arms and 
shoulder, opening his body-self to allow that little boy to receive a “father’s” warm, loving 
and strong embrace. Thus, he was attuned enough to sense that was what was needed and 
comfortable/open enough to allow his body to be touched and touch. Now I recognize that 
the “true” touch had already happened—a “feeling” or “spiritual” touch that was transmitted 
through his gaze, body and being—something that was transmitted in the shared embodied 
space of his presence in resonance with what was emerging from me. These are beautiful 
gifts that Neil had, and which I was fortunate enough to receive in this one ineffable event. 

ThEorETicAl / prAcTicAl influEncEs of This TrAnsformATionAl 
focusing ExpEriEncE

Since this event in 1996, I have undergone many transmutations on personal and 
professional levels. I can still sense how this session reverberates in my awareness and liv-
ing organism, as these inner beings and their patterns of experiencing/living are continu-
ally worked through. Moreover, I have come to realize that a Transformational Focusing 
experience reverberates in the hologram of many levels of one’s own life, as well as much 
wider and deeper realms of generational patterns and morphic transmission of unprocessed 
trauma. I would like to share some of the progression of my own journey in Focusing as it 
has (explicitly or implicitly) evolved since that day with Neil. 

First, the session with Neil began a process of becoming more alive inside, and more 
embodied. Through other Focusing experiences, I was able to finally acknowledge with 
clarity that I needed to leave my marriage and was able generate enough inner strength to 
carry that forward. 
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Second, that session helped me begin to confront a major block in completing my 
dissertation, and actually allowed me to use my own experience as an integral part of the 
dissertation (Fleisch, 2000). I developed a model in which a specific area of blockage (e.g. 
dissertation blocking) was part of a much larger journey of transformation, one that mirrors 
the “hero’s journey,” as described by Joseph Campbell. During the last stage of writing my 
dissertation, my father became very ill and died the very next day after I told him that had 
I completed my dissertation. Since that session with Neil, I felt a growing shift in my whole 
stance toward my father—which culminated in a very heartfelt phone conversation the night 
I told him about the dissertation. Perhaps through some inward softening and healing on my 
part, as well as the awareness that he was on the verge of dying, for the first time he opened 
up about regrets he felt as a parent. It was very emotional for both of us, a moment I treasure 
(which I don’t know if would have been possible without my session with Neil). I dedicated 
my dissertation to my father. 

Third, as an aftermath of my session, I became much more aware of the importance of 
kinesics, what the body (or more precisely, living beings coming through the body) is doing 
as a form of embodied communication and expression. I developed a concept I called implicit 
leads, i.e. a bodily movement such as gesture, postural shift, tone in the voice etc. that is a 
sign of an emergence of something new, the whole body’s implying of next steps (Fleisch, 
2000; 2008). These “leads” are often different from or in contrast to the verbal message, as 
if the inner body has a life or knowing of its own (in WBF, we call this “body-wisdom”, c.f. 
McEvenue and Fleisch, 2008). Sensing the felt energy and life spirit of emergent leads has 
been an important aspect of my work and has larger implications for the theory and practice 
of Focusing, something that I am exploring in more depth. 

Fourth, I have been more aware of the importance of Co-Presence, the shared field of 
embodied experiencing. This aspect of Wholebody Focusing has become central to my way 
of being as a therapist, facilitator, and teacher. More than specific steps, it is through the use 
of what I am now calling our human Organon, i.e. our whole body as resonating instrument 
or tuning fork, allowing us to receive, reverberate and transmute the feeling tones and qual-
ity of felt energy between client/Focuser and ourselves. Seen as a musical instrument, the 
body is both a container and chamber that receives, as well as transmits its own felt tonality 
through our grounded presence (Fleisch, 2011a). I believe that Neil embodied and mani-
fested his own Organon, his feeling, embodied organism in a very finely tuned, sensitive and 
expressive way. In retrospect, I can now sense how that session planted a seed somewhere 
in my awareness that has grown into the centrality of Co-Presence, as a co-resonance and 
inter-active engagement through our embodied organisms. When Neil shared from his inner 
being to that hurt being in me, this transmission had a powerful impact in my own inner 
life and in the subsequent development of this model. Perhaps something in me has been 
channeling Neil’s spirit in my own unfolding. 

Fifth, and finally, I have been developing (along with Doralee Grindler Katonah) a 
model that we call Transformational Focusing: a wholebody/spiritbody integration. In this 
model, we have included many of the areas mentioned above, plus Doralee’s important con-
tribution of the spiritbody—which I sense as its own separate entity. This includes but is 
more than the physical body (as in many somatic therapy models)—it is the living body or 
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embodied organism that attunes to and resonates with felt qualities of Spirit, a larger field 
of Being to which we can use our grounded body as a receptive instrument or channel. This 
opens us to receive and transmit through multiple avenues of felt experiencing, including 
inner directed movement, gestures, spiritual/ soul qualities, and feeling tones/rhythms. 

Part of this model includes something I call the theatre of the living body or embodied 
theatre (Fleisch, 2011b). I will not detail the process here, except to say that it involves an 
expansion of Focusing/Wholebody Focusing to include the active participation of the Com-
panion and (in workshops) of the whole group. I now view our inner world as comprised 
of inner beings that are enacting their own inner dramas (or if projected, played out in the 
outer world of relationships/situations), living a life of their own. Since the living body as an 
Organon is a receptive organ of spirit (life-energy), it can receive signals and information 
that can enact a sequence of an aspect of another’s inner world. The theatre is a safe and 
resonant space in which the group forms a larger organism, a living body of wholeness, in 
which participants are invited to embody a part/role/aspect of the Focuser’s situation or 
symptom. Through inviting and waiting for a bodily felt sense to form, the living organism 
embodies some quality of that being and lets it come through the body in whatever way it 
emerges. The whole group provides communal support, containment and life energy on 
behalf of the transformation of each person. 

Again, I now see how this process germinated from my experience with Neil. 
Although he did not necessarily sense or express it in this way, his way of being embod-
ied these qualities of organismic attunement, deep listening, authentic sharing and outward 
expression of feelings. 

ADDEnDum

In 2002, at the International in California, there was an evening tribute to Neil. As I 
recall, his health had already started to decline, his hearing and movement impaired, but he 
was there, and many people congregated to express their love, memories and appreciation of 
him. At that event, I told Neil the story of our encounter in 1996, and how much it meant to 
me. He received my sharing very sweetly, and although I can’t remember if he said anything, 
I know it meant a lot to me that I could share that with him. And then at the International in 
Montreal in 2008, at a memorial tribute to Neil, put together by his dear friend Joan Klags-
burn, I shared this story again. So his spirit is still with me and within me, and this is the first 
time I have ever written about that session, as well as sensing how many threads it opened in 
my personal growth, in my understanding and practice of the potentials of Focusing, and in 
my continual expansion of the process into new edges of experiencing and possibility. Neil 
showed me that all this is possible and to him (as well as so many others with whom I have 
studied and worked), I bow with gratitude. 
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We Have to Find Your Kitten

Rob Foxcroft

For Mary McGuire

I love stories. And I am uneasy about stories. When I tell a story, it has a way of set-
tling into an ideal form somewhat remote from the untidy texture of events. Then it has life 
as a story has life, but no longer has life as an inner journey has life. 

Once I had undertaken to write the story of a significant inner journey, I soon found 
that I didn’t want to repeat a story often told. I wanted to wait until I could catch a story in 
the making. 

This week something memorable is happening and today there came a crucial shift in 
my feeling and understanding. I will try to tell you about it. 

BeFore tHe SeSSion

On Tuesday morning I spend two hours with my long-term, long-suffering, long-loving 
Focusing partner, Barbara, time all for me. I am in anguish about a long-blocked situation 
with a dear friend. As I pour out my feelings I am pretty continuously foaming at the brain. 

Barbara says we must concentrate on grounding. How seldom has she offered any 
breath of advice! I am deeply thankful for this exceptional word of counsel. Every word of 
her listening is imbued with a characteristic, unfailing blend of kindness, insight and imagi-
nation. She shares some quite personal things today, highly relevant, highly illuminating. I 
feel I have been set firmly and gently back on my feet.

Meditative LiSteninG

I need to say a few words about the way I do Focusing. In particular I want very much 
to avoid procedure, to stay close to the natural process, avoiding learned moves. I want to 
move quietly through a wild forest. I don’t want to walk along neat paths in a city park. So 
I make a constant effort to see the natural case, to take nothing but memories and leave 
nothing but footsteps. 

It seems to me that the natural cycle of empathy has four or five phases, which I call 
Feeling, Conveying, Feeling-in, Receiving and Accepting. Accepting merges back into Feel-
ing. The Focuser feels something; and tries to convey it to the Listener. The Listener feels 
her way into the Focuser’s world by allowing the words and images to resonate inwardly; and 
finds some words through which to receive them. The Focuser checks back inwardly to see 
whether the Listener’s words are acceptable, whether they come close enough to the feeling. 
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This is the natural cycle of empathy, the cycle of Focusing-and-Listening-together, 
which I call Meditative Listening. 

What I am newly coming to understand—you can see this understanding still forming 
below—is that the natural cycle of self-empathy must echo the cycle of empathy: it must also 
allow for what is felt and conveyed to be felt into, received and accepted. 

The natural cycle of Focusing-alone must shadow the primitive case, in which one is 
speaking to a listener. This is the cycle of self-empathy or Focusing-alone. I call it Medita-
tive Listening with an Imaginary Listener. You will see why in the session itself. 

Meditative LiSteninG WitH an iMaGinarY LiStener

When I am Focusing alone, I follow the same four or five phase cycle, which seems to 
me to be the fundamental natural sequence of self-empathy. 

1 Feeling. I turn my awareness inwards to see how I am feeling. 

1a Clearing a Space. If I find that my feeling is a muddle of several things, I clear a 
space. What usually happens when I clear a space is that the different things (the guests, or 
more likely the ghosts) come in a rush. Since the visitors all rush in together, I quickly note 
who they are. Then I have to go back to each one and say hello properly. I must take a little 
time to see how I feel about each one and to give each one a chance to feel at home. One at a 
time. And I always leave a space for one more guest-ghost, who may not have showed up yet. 
Sometimes even the guest of honour may turn up late to the feast. Finally I ask them, “Who 
do I need to listen to now?” 

2 Conveying. I find a word or two, a gesture, a sound or an image, which says something 
about what the feeling is like; and perhaps something of what it is about. There are always 
these three aspects: (1) the feeling itself; (2) what it is like; and (3) what it is about. Though 
I do not always know what the feeling is about, I can always touch the feeling directly, just 
as it is. I try to convey something of the quality of my feeling exactly as if I were talking to 
a sensitive, empathic listener. 

2a the action Step. Once in a while an action step appears. I mostly don’t look for 
action steps, but am happy to welcome one when it comes. 

3 Feeling-in. And here is that sensitive, empathic listener. I talk to her and she comes. It 
is just as if an apparition joins me where I am. She is a kind, receptive listener. She listens to 
my words, gestures, sounds and images. She is not me. She is not enmeshed in my life. But 
she is generously concerned to be with me and to feel with me whatever I may be feeling. 
(For empathy is a transmission. The empathy that we have received from others flowers into 
an empathy that we can give ourselves. This is the essence of Focusing-alone.) 

4 receiving. As if I were that listener, I say back to myself a version of what I first tried 
to convey. It is fairly free in form, but needs to be delicately attuned in essence. 



we haVe To Find your kiTTen • 71

5 accepting. I check inside: “Can I accept that this is how I feel? Or is the form still 
some way remote from the feeling?” Here I am myself again. I check as myself, not as the 
inner listener. Once I accept this, I am ready to feel for the next thing. 

HoW i KeeP noteS WHen i aM FoCuSinG aLone

In the following notes the sign ~~~ replaces a wiggly line in my notes. It represents a 
few moments of inward, bodily attention. 

Y = yes. It replaces a tick in my notes. The wiggly lines and the ticks ‘police’ the 
session pretty well. I write ~~~ when I intend to make the inward turn. I don’t write a tick 
until I did it. 

X = no. I didn’t do the step. I got waylaid.

! means a digression, too strong to be gainsaid.

Times are noted thus: 14:45 means a quarter to three in the afternoon. 

These simple notations keep my intention pure. They guarantee that every detail is 
referred back to an inner sense of knowing. The careful notation of my solitary sessions 
helps them not to drift. The sequence is completely natural, even though (or maybe because) 
it is quite firmly held. 

Here are the notes that I wrote this morning as I sat quietly with my feelings. They are 
exactly as I wrote them. Afterwards I will tell the story as simply as I can. 

noteS Made durinG tHe SeSSion

(at 11:25-12:05)

I make a drawing.

Feeling ~~~ Y
Clearing a Space:
1 Hume ~~~ Y
2 Chaos ~~~ Y
3 K ~~~ Y
4 Tired ~~~ Y
5  . . . —LATER: Brian (see below) ~~~ Y 

3 is the one ~~~ Y
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Feeling ~~~ Y 
Conveying:
 Images of Pluscarden and Embercombe 
 Barbara’s “grounding” + drystone walling 
Feeling-in ~~~ Y
Receiving: X 

! 
1 Hume: Impotent reason, calm passion, dangerous emotion
2 Carl: Empathy precedes self-empathy
3 Brian Thorne: A special case 
Feeling-in ~~~ Y
Receiving:

In some sense, 

“God is that shadowy interlocutor 
who is written into the fabric of our being.” 

Accepting ~~~ an edge of tears ~~~ more than an edge ~~~ Y

Feeling ~~~ X 
! Wash up breakfast things. 
Feeling ~~~ (review) X
! THE THREE POINTS
 1 Plato—aporeia is a knowing [Note: aporeia = dumbfoundedness]
 2 Hume—calm passions
 3 Dewey—the feeling of perplexity
Accepting ~~~ Y

Feeling ~~~ Y
Conveying:
 Full of feeling (from eyes to belly)
Feeling-in ~~~ Y
Receiving:
 “God . . . being” has life in it. 
Accepting ~~~ Y

Feeling (at 11:55) ~~~ Y
Conveying (action step):
 ***** To K: “We have to find your kitten!”
Feeling-in ~~~ YYY
Receiving:
 In other words, your actualising force
Accepting ~~~ Y
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Receiving (action step):
 *** And a series of grounding steps 
Accepting ~~~ YY

Action Step:
 Talk to K now!
Accepting ~~~ Y

Receiving:
 “God . . . being”—still tears there 
Accepting ~~~ Y 

Receiving:
 “Love divine, all loves excelling . . . ” (Hymn)
Accepting ~~~ Y

(at 12:05, forty minutes later)
 I make two drawings.

I talk at once to K and we agree a Five Point Plan. It is a great step forward, a decisive 
change in a situation which has long been both stuck and painful. 

tHe StorY oF tHe SeSSion

These days I feel fraught and frightened. Throbbing, miserable and defeated. Aban-
doned, alone and isolated. Longing for release. Anxious, thwarted and stuck, fearful and 
uneasy. There is a run of sleepless nights. I feel pretty rough. Underslept and exhausted. My 
eyes hot and painful. My head hurting. My insides sore. 

It is not easy to be with myself with gentleness and compassion. I feel unslept, unwell, 
unhappy, unsure and unwashed. Ashamed and impotent. 

Since Sunday something begins to feel a little easier. When I listen to all these feel-
ings as if I were a friend listening, there is also love. Yes, there is love. And I am worried. 
As one worries over the loved one. For days I am haunted by Charles Wesley’s hymn, “Love, 
divine, all loves excelling”. 

Sadly, I can’t get my soul to sing one of the beautiful melodies for this hymn, Hyfrydol 
or Blaenwern. John Stainer’s squelchy Victorian harmonies echo insistently around the inner 
cliffs. Never mind. The hymn is a guide and a beacon. 

On Tuesday morning after the long session with Barbara I am more or less back on 
my feet. 
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(at 11:25-12:05)

Over breakfast, I make a little drawing. It is a variation on a drawing that I have used 
for some years. The old drawing is a drawing of Meditative Listening: of Focusing-and-Lis-
tening-as-a-single-flow. In the new drawing, the listener has faded away and become shadow. 

In the old drawing two people sit facing one another. Between them is an infinity sign, 
a figure-of-eight lying on its side. On the left is the Focuser, on the right the Listener. The 
infinity sign represents the single, undivided flow of Focusing-and-Listening. 

In the new drawing the figure on the right has dissolved into shadow. Even when we 
are Focusing alone, there is an implied listener. I will say more about this below. 

As I begin I also make a note: Feeling > (Clearing a Space, if needed) > Conveying 
(Action Step, if one comes) > Feeling-in > Receiving > Accepting > Feeling . . . 

When I am Focusing alone, I continually make these little drawings and notes. They 
remind me of what I am doing. They coax a wayward soul to accept some outward form. 

Having made the little drawing and a note of steps or phases, I make the inward turn. 
The usual guests are waiting. Ah well. I guess they slept on the sofa. But a friend is here too, 
our great Scottish philosopher-historian, David Hume. I love David for his gifts of friend-
ship, his luminous clarity of mind, his pagan humanism, cheerful, learned and wise. I love 
his equanimity in the face of paranoid betrayal and searing physical pain. And here he is. 
Also here are the usual chaos and the tired feeling and K. Hello, K! Later, Brian Thorne will 
come to join us. How lucky, that I leave an empty chair! 

And of course it is K who needs my love and care. But I am happy to find David and 
Brian close at hand, with their kindness and good sense. 

Sounds and images come. 

Here are the Benedictine monks of Pluscarden Abbey on the Moray Firth, chanting 
and digging, deeply grounded in devotion and manual labour. Good men faithfully walking 
an ancient way. I see them tending their beehives. The air is full of incense and bells, the 
odours of earth and honey. 

I see an image of Embercombe, the lovely estate in Devon where programmes are run, 
“touching hearts, stimulating minds and inspiring committed action for a truly sustainable 
world”. I hear the wind over the moors, the birds in the hedges, the creak of a swan’s wings, 
and the laughter of young voices. 

Like Pluscarden, Embercombe stands for grounded, selfless work. These are images 
of human beings finding fulfilment in a grounded commitment to the greater good. 

Finally, there are images of drystone walling, memories of the absorbing physical toil 
that gave me so much fulfilment and healing in the days when I used to build unmortared 
stone field boundaries in the Scottish countryside. 

As I begin to receive these images, I get waylaid. Thoughts and companions. 
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Here is David Hume, carefully distinguishing three things: impotent reason, calm 
passion and dangerous emotion. Focusers will recognise this distinction, which Gene Gen-
dlin has often echoed. According to Hume, reason can only help to clarify the facts. It can 
never move us to act. Immediate feelings are risky because they lead us into impulsive, 
short-sighted blunders. Only the “calm passions” are to be trusted. (These calm passions 
are what Focusers call felt senses.) Hume warns that the calm passions are subtle and easily 
missed, that one has to learn to recognise them. 

The next visitor is Carl—Carl Rogers—saying that “Empathy precedes self-empathy”. 
“Before I can listen to myself”, he says, “I must have had the experience of being listened 
to by somebody who gives me empathy and acceptance. Empathy is always a lineage, a 
transmission”. 

Or maybe not. Here is Brian Thorne, my dear friend Brian. He disagrees. “No, Carl”, 
he says, “not always”. Brian talked to me one Sunday morning on the hillside above Harlech 
Bay. He said that sometimes the inner need for empathy—the inherent need—is so great that 
it calls up a spiritual fount of empathy when life has failed to provide it. This can happen 
occasionally, even in quite young children whose lives have been horribly cold, devoid of 
human sympathy.

As I sit with these images, sounds and guests, a sentence forms:

In some sense, 
“God is that shadowy interlocutor
who is written into the fabric of our being.” 

This odd, surprising sentence brings an edge of tears; as I wait, more than an edge. 

Without thinking, I break off to wash up the breakfast things. What is that about? I 
think it is a kind of instinctive grounding, a coming back to earth. 

Then I begin again, but am at once interrupted by my thoughts. It comes to me that 
there are three crucial moments in the prehistory of Focusing, three key insights of philoso-
phers before Gene Gendlin. Two of these Gene pointed out to me when I asked him which 
philosophers to read, some twenty years ago. 

In Plato, there are many dialogues which end in aporeia—in a state of defeat—what 
in natural English we would tend to call “dumbfoundedness”. All the suggested lines have 
come to nothing, and there is no way forward yet. What is left (says Gene) is a wordless 
feeling from which new words will arise later. Here is the first dramatic (or self-conscious) 
appearance of the felt sense on the stage of world history. 

In Hume, there are the calm passions, which are clearly felt senses, and which he 
commends to us as our best guides to living. 

In John Dewey, there is the famous feeling of perplexity: “Every process of thinking”, 
he says, “is guided by a feeling of perplexity”. I wonder for a moment: Why did Gene tell 
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me to read Plato and David Hume but make no mention of John Dewey the democratic 
philosopher, his own teacher’s teacher?

As these three old companions take their seats I find I am full of feeling from eyes to 
belly, a broad bodily mass of emotionally charged sensation. 

I go back to my strange sentence:

“God is that shadowy interlocutor
who is written into the fabric of our being.” 

This brings Mary McGuire. I remember saying to Mary in 1988: “It seems to me that 
Focusing is just a secular name for prayer”. She did not agree, but it seems that my feeling 
has lain dormant. At any rate, I can feel that my strange sentence has life in it. 

It is now 11:55. I turn back to my feeling as if for the first time. And here comes 
another welcome guest! Gene has joined Mary. I am so happy to see them both! He tells her: 
“We have to find your kitten!”

And that is what I must say to K. Here is my big step. Yes. “We have to find your 
kitten!”

(There is an old story here. Many years ago, Mary told Gene a long, long dream full 
of alarms and excursions. At some point in the dream she mentioned a small detail: a lost 
kitten. When he had heard the whole long dream, all Gene would say was: “We have to find 
your kitten!”)

And so we do. 

Writing up this session now, I find that the step still brings tears; a sense of rightness 
and a sense of release: 

“K, dear one, we have to find your kitten!”

Yes, it resonates. It rings true. It is an action step. 

And the pedantic self (so boring) explains: “In other words, we have to find your 
actualising force” (the word force takes some time to come, to feel right.) 

As I receive this action step, another one comes: “And a series of grounding steps”. 
Yes, yes. This too has a strong sense of rightness . . . 

And even a third action step (they are piling in): “Talk to K now!” The inner voice 
imperative. 

Still I pause, to receive all this fully. I go back to my strange sentence:

“God is that shadowy interlocutor
who is written into the fabric of our being”. 
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Yes, there are still tears here. Something is very much right about this. 

Am I done? No, not quite. I make more space to receive all that has come. And here is 
that hymn again: “Love divine . . . ” It was never far away. 

It is 12:05. Forty minutes flashed by. Now I am done. Once more I make the two draw-
ings: the drawings of Meditative Listening with a real or imaginary listener. Why? I don’t 
know. Perhaps this too has a grounding effect. Later, at some point, I will make various ver-
sions of my two drawings with the kitten added. The kitten curls up at the feet of the Focuser. 
Or on the Focuser’s lap. I’m not sure yet. Probably at the feet? At any rate, the kitten knows.

I talk to K about kittens. K gets it at once. We agree a Five Point Plan, which includes 
finding a kitten and perhaps a kitten-finder. We make a commitment to grounding.

Here my story ends. 

tHe eSSenCe oF a StorY

For what is the essence of a story? I hear the first line of Leslie Hartley’s novel The 
Go-Between: “The past is a foreign country. They do things differently there”. Yes. That’s it. 
The story takes us into another world. 

This thought brings Walter Scott into my mind. For it was really Scott who showed 
the world that other times, other places, other communities and other individuals are all of 
them foreign countries. Each has its own integrity. They do things differently there. 

Machiavelli throws a sharp light here: not only do these foreign lands have different 
good values, but not all good values can live side by side. Scott dramatised these inescapable 
discontinuities. He did not choose between them, but seemed to say quite simply: “Here are 
two good forms of life!” 

So that I am left wondering how deaf I have been in the foreign land of K. Wondering 
how far I am foreign even to myself, and blind to my own being. 

Which reminds me to say one word about another foreign land, the land of hearing. In 
all these years, how little we have heard about how the inner life moves in people who are 
deeply aural by nature! Words about images, silence about sounds. 

As I come to the end of this writing I hear various sounds. A quiet American voice 
murmurs a line from Four Quartets: 

“And the fire and the rose are one”. 

Deeply moved, I listen more intently. I hear a woman’s voice, an old Norfolk dialect. 
It is Mother Julian: 

“And all shall be well and
All manner of thing shall be well”.
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And the lilt of William Langland comes to join us: 

“Love is the plant of peace and most precious of virtues”.

I think we got there. 

Glasgow, Scotland, 

Rob writes: “I teach empathy and self-empathy. I offer spiritual accompaniment. I am a 
musician and a poet. I live in Scotland with my wife and family. I play the piano—mostly 
Bach, Mozart, Beethoven and Schubert. I love to be in wild nature, to walk on the hills or sit 
by the sea. As a child I loved canoeing, and used to build drystone walls. You are welcome 
to email me at The Centre for Meditative Listening: meditativelistening@gmail.com, or to 
phone me on: +44 141 943 1449.”
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TransformaTions Through focusing 
—for clienT and TherapisT!

Isabel Gascón 

She was 30 years old. And she came to my practice almost by chance. A friend of 
hers had told her about Focusing; she wanted to give it a try hoping that Focusing might help 
her overcome her depressive symptoms, anxiety and fear. She also blamed herself, aided by 
a very critical inner voice: Why was she feeling that way when everything in her life was 
perfect? She had a wonderful husband who loved her a lot, a beautiful daughter whom they 
both loved, and a job that she liked . . . So, why was she not able to enjoy all of what life was 
offering her?

It was precisely the fact of becoming a mother that started her crisis. She remem-
bered her childhood . . . sad, feeling lonely and having difficulties being accepted by her 
group of friends. She remembered feeling different and abandoned in a deep-down inside 
place—feelings which were neither understood nor tolerated as a child. She remembered her 
sad depressed mother, without the energy or will to live, who poured out her heart to her 
daughter, seeking comfort—a comfort which the little girl tried to give her without knowing 
how to . . . She remembered the efforts she made to change her mother’s situation, to have a 
normal mother “like everyone else”. 

And she did not want such a childhood for her little daughter! Mom dreamt of provid-
ing her child with a happy cheerful life where she could feel safe, and with the resources 
to grow up without having emotional problems. But she did not know how to do it: that 
exigency paralyzed her and made her too overprotective with her little child, even though 
she knew it was not right.

My client had visited several psychologists who worked with different therapies: 
Cognitive Behavioral, Transactional Analysis, Gestalt . . . From all of them she had gotten 
to know herself better, but she was not able to progress because she could not overcome 
her anxiety and her sorrow. She understood that her childhood experiences, and the dif-
ficult interactions with her mother, were definitely conditioning her own current experiences 
with her daughter—and she was afraid of repeating the same pattern she had grown up 
with—now, with her own daughter. These obsessive and negative thoughts stopped her from 
enjoying her own maternity.  

All the rational analysis did not serve to change either her sensations or her feeling; 
in fact, her obsessive thoughts worsened her interactions with her child, as well as with 
her husband—and the situation worsened even more when her daughter started attending 
kindergarten. She had obsessive thoughts about how her daughter would relate to others at 
school. Would anyone like her? Would she be rejected the same way she herself had been? 
Every little detail made her imagine the worst. 
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I remember very well that first Focusing session. Although I was a professional, I 
was still inexperienced at integrating Focusing into my work (even though I had personally 
experienced the power of its depth).

During the first minutes of our meeting I felt that the attitude and the methodology 
of the Focusing approach could help her a lot. There was a stream of understanding and 
comprehension between us, which served to build up a trusting environment that greatly 
helped our communication. It was easy for me to transmit that presence and enabled us to 
have a deep meeting place.

She had never approached her experience in what we call a ‘bodily-felt’ way; she had 
really never stopped to feel how she was feeling. I made the usual Focusing suggestions: 
being in touch with her breathing, her position in the armchair, staying conscious of the pres-
ent moment . . . keeping a door open in order to explore and ‘get’ everything her body wanted 
to communicate to her. I suggested a pause that would enable her to listen to her body in a 
new way—with more awareness of her sensations and what she was feeling. I also explained 
how we would approach our work without forcing anything; I wanted her to experience a 
confident curiosity in the wisdom that she could extract from her own felt experience.

She rapidly connected with the image of her daughter. Almost immediately she expe-
rienced a very intense emotion that brought on some weeping which came out of a very 
deep place inside of her. She put her hand on her throat and started telling me about that old 
sadness that had been there for her whole life—although she had always tried to cover up 
or deny it . . . She was deeply surprised by the suggestion of welcoming and accompanying 
those sensations with love and tenderness. It was then, when she was able to express how 
much it hurt, how much she was carrying internally, that the huge sadness in her body began 
to shrink. At that moment, she experienced ‘something different’ that allowed her to take a 
step forward.

For the first time she connected with the experience of her inner child, who was there 
needing comprehension, understanding, and the right to be and to express how she (the 
child) felt.

For the first time she was able to welcome and be closer to her pain without judging 
or fighting it with so much fierceness.

For the first time she was able to really enjoy the process of parenting.

And a little transformation for me: My client’s session was a gift for me. I connected 
with my own experience as a mother and as a daughter, and interestingly, my client’s session 
opened a new much more liberating way of living, again for me! 

How did I feel about it? I still remember quite clearly that first Focusing experience. I 
felt I was with her when she went into that deep place of relief and peace. I connected with 
my own felt sense, and it confirmed to me that Focusing was the methodology that could 
help her out, and I felt reassured in facilitating the process. Since that session, Focusing has 
always been with me, as an attitude and a philosophy, as a way to be present and to listen to 
the other. Focusing became the basis of my work with my clients.



Trans� • FormaTions� •  Through FoCus� • ing—For ClienT and Therapis� • T!  • 81

Each time I finish a workshop, and see the faces of people who have been touched 
in a heart-felt way by Focusing, I feel an inner confirmation that my decision to pursue the 
Focusing process was so right. 

I would like here to express my gratitude to all those people who have passed Focus-
ing on to me, and from whom I have learned and am still learning every day. Thank you 
to my Focusing colleagues, the international Focusing community, the Spanish group, my 
clients who allow me to accompany them on their path to growth, and especially to my 
students, who encourage me to keep on learning with them.

And above all my thanks to Mary Hendricks Gendlin, who has always supported me, 
and, of course, to Eugene T. Gendlin, for his inspiring work and generosity in sharing his 
many contributions with us in order to build a better world.

Isabel Gascón, Madrid, Spain, is a psychotherapist and National Certified Coordina-
tor and Deputy President of the Spanish Focusing Association (Carlos Alemany) aimed 
at spreading, teaching, and preserving the quality of Focusing methodology throughout 
Spain. Isabel teaches Focusing courses/workshops, does Teacher Training, public speaking 
and has a private practice. She can be reached at: igasconj@gmail.com or please visit: 
http://www.isabelgascon.com

mailto:igasconj@gmail.com
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Clearing the Fog . . . 

Nigel Gibbons

“The exploration of the Background Feeling, beyond old conditionings,  
hidden identities, wounds and traumas, may gradually transform what  
was first felt as a burden or a limit into an expansion of being.” (De Fréminville 
2008, p. 18)

Aching agony, feeling wide open
exposed, vulnerable, wide-eyed
unprotected, torn, divided
one hand reaching out to clasp a hand
to hold, to touch warm flesh
that wants to hold me,
trustingly.
(Journal extract June 2012)

For as long as I can remember I’ve felt sad. As a teenager I described myself as a mel-
ancholic. I’ve talked about it in therapy over the years, but it’s there, always: the background 
feeling, the ‘wallpaper’ of my life (Gendlin, 1981; De Fréminville, 2008).

I’ve come across it in my Focusing, this misty fog, numb blankness, which seems 
unable to shift, or even to be close to. It’s simply here, there, everywhere. It doesn’t change. 
“ . . . the Background Feeling as the predominant feeling you have towards life.” (De Frém-
inville 2008, p. 14)

I write poetry and teach therapeutic creative writing in the UK. Often I express myself 
in what I call ‘raw poetry’, instant poems written from the heart, from the felt sense of my 
situation. They’re often quite painful, usually touching and revealing. I’ve included some in 
this article. 

During my recent counselling training and Focusing training, I brushed up against 
my background feeling and touched it. For instance I’ve discovered that when I read some 
of my poems, I can sense a painful spot coming up, and when I get to it, instead of crying I 
swallow my emotion, swallow my tears.

One weekend during my Focusing Certification, I was working with one of my fellow 
students when I touched something painful and deeply sad. I felt tearful but did not cry. 
Then I talked about it in the group. Again I could feel it, feel the sadness overwhelming me, 
but I couldn’t go beyond my tortured words. I couldn’t cry.

This has always puzzled me: Why can’t I cry? Well I can. I watched ‘The Jungle 
Book’ with my daughter and, when it looks like Baloo is dead, I cry—not fully—but with 
tears filling my eyes.
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I’ve begun to explore this phenomenon. My mother probably had postnatal depres-
sion, but as a label, it didn’t exist in the UK in 1957. So instead she thought of leaving us; 
after all she was a woman used to rural Wales, and being in two rooms in London in her 
in-laws’ house must have been alienating, and achingly lonely. And then having a scream-
ing hungry baby added to the mix can’t have helped. My mother always did what she was 
told, so she did four-hour feeds with no picking-up to cuddle or reassure me between times. 
Eventually the midwives told her to give me two bottles. That worked, sort of. Unfortunately 
I became overweight, which caused its own problems. Looking back, I can believe that my 
sadness might be connected to this time period.

When I was seven my grandfather, my favourite member of my family, died falling 
down the stairs while we were on holiday in Wales. We rushed back, but I wasn’t even 
allowed to go to the funeral, or to talk about it, so I buried it. A few weeks later when I 
returned to school for the beginning of the new school year, I sat in assembly and the head-
master informed us of the death of the pupil—it turned out to be my best friend, Andrew. 
Not surprising that I felt sad, but added to that sadness, I said to myself, “I’ll never let myself 
get close to anyone again.”

Wheel forward almost 50 years and I’m off to the 2012 advanced and Certifica-
tion Week-long at the Garrison Institute. Over the first couple of days the reserved me, the 
holding back me, the not-letting-anyone-get-close-to me was in operation, but I gradually 
warmed up. Yet always in the background the sadness lingered, as it always did, affecting 
my relationships. 

On the Tuesday, Shaun Phillips was talking about trauma. At one point he got us to 
do some Focusing. The effect was deep. I felt so sad, so very deeply sad. It was cripplingly 
painful. One of my fellow students tried to talk to me at the break, but I could barely hear 
what she was saying, and I guess my responses were fairly inarticulate.

A further Focusing session brought up an image of two horizontal steel doors sliding 
open and closed, below which were my feelings. That image suggested to me the sense 
I have of hiding my inner world from others behind very strong defences. However, as I 
Focused, the image developed into a picture of the doors opening, thus revealing the vulner-
able inner me.

My feelings began to run wild. I could sense the sadness dominating me. I felt desper-
ate and eventually spoke to one of the coaches on hand (in case any of us were triggered by 
what was being taught).

We slipped back into the meditation hall and sat down onto chairs in the stillness. She 
spoke softly, gently, to me. I knew that Focusing ‘feel’, but I was no longer observing the 
niceties of what was going on.

As I talked I kept touching the recent difficulties I’d had in crying, at the same time 
telling my story. Calmly, she got me to slow down, to pause, all the classic Focusing lan-
guage. I just about managed to do it.

She encouraged me to keep checking inside, what was my sense of this?
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Suddenly a word came, a very simple word. It was behind the sadness; it seems to be 
bigger than the sadness. Lonely.

Something clicked. I felt intensely lonely in my personal relationships; I found it dif-
ficult to make friends. My mother had been intensely lonely in the first year or so of my 
life. Could I have picked up my mother’s loneliness, adding to it with my grandfather and 
Andrew’s deaths? Possibly—plus many other things. Loneliness.

De Fréminville refers to Shirley Turcotte’s work: “Is there something in this Back-
ground Feeling that does not belong to me? Something that I might have absorbed from my 
environment (from family, from my personal, historical, geographical, or trans-genera-
tional environment)? Acknowledge whatever emerges.” (De Fréminville 2008, p. 17)

Her questions touched something, and I began to cry. The tears flowed openly and 
freely. It felt so different. It felt as if something had shifted in the geography of my insides. 
Lonely. Tears.

Later that evening I wrote in my journal:

I found myself crying for myself, 
for that inner child who both wants to be loved desperately, 
and yet who pushes people away. 
When I was able to stay with him as he wanted, 
to be close enough,
I found his sense of loneliness at the centre of what I was touching.

In the afternoon session on trauma something clicked into place. Shaun talked about 
how children are like sponges and can pick up parents’ feelings and can choose to pick up 
the difficult ones especially. I could have done that. 

In an exercise where we tore up a sheet of paper to see how much of a sense of some-
thing was ours: “I initially assumed most of the loneliness was mine, but gradually came 
to see that a percentage was my father’s, and a much larger percentage was my mother’s.”

I wrote:

Loneliness,
absence, not being there
leaving me to cry, leaving me to lie
alone, not held, not cuddled
untouched, unbodied, no boundaries
to my tears, to my pain, you did not
bring me the boundary I needed to keep this
to its natural proportions.

Over the next few days as the effects of this process continued, I saw how in my per-
sonal relationships I tended to choose people who were inclined to not want to deal with my 
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feelings—especially my sadness—and who were uncomfortable or unable to show feelings 
of love and affection for me. 

During a ceremony organised by one of the other week-longers, we did an exercise/
ritual where we placed one hand on the heart of our partner, and they put their hand on ours, 
and we both then covered the others’ hand with our second hand. There was a surprising 
warmth in me to this connection and an acceptance of this comradeship which was not me.

Later in this ceremony we were invited to choose a Mexican painting. I chose one for 
its bright colours but, when I turned it the right way up, I saw there were two birds on it while 
most of the others had only one. It felt as if I was choosing connection to another.

Over the following days of the weeklong I found myself connected to my colleagues 
in a powerful way, whether in my Focusing partnerships or being with them as friends. 
Something had shifted.

De Freminville writes about this: “In working with the Background Feelings over the 
years, I discovered that its recurrence is often related to something repressed, something 
trying to express itself in an uncomfortable way. Gendlin proposed a brilliant question 
to address these reoccurrences: “When something comes from the past, or is related to 
childhood, we can offer this question to the felt sense: What should have happened?” He 
also emphasized, without any doubt: “We all have in us this blueprint of what should have 
happened.” (De Fréminville 2008, p. 17)

Prof. Kim Etherington from the University of Bristol talks about the difficulties of 
dealing with the absence of love when it has been traumatic. “Sometimes trauma can be 
subtle and seem, at first sight, less serious, but when it accumulates over a prolonged period 
of time this can lead to the creation of ‘a passively traumatic environment’. When chil-
dren are ignored, chastised or dismissed, or trained to meet the parents’ needs and ignore 
their own; when adults are overly controlling and critical, constantly overriding the child’s 
opinions, this will probably have long term and profound impact on the child’s sense of self 
and identity. These kinds of trauma are often more difficult to recognise, acknowledge and 
therefore heal, seeming to be less dramatic or obviously traumatic.” (Etherington 2003, p. 
24)

The wallpaper sadness had proved very stubborn to get close to, yet a series of inter-
connected Focusing sessions allowed me to Focus on things freshly, and touched something 
else there.

On the last day, as I reflected on endings and what I had learned, I could sense the 
temptation to pull back into defensiveness with others. That as I returned to the “real world” 
I’d go back to the way I’d been. The lack of community, friendship and affection in my life 
could easily swamp me again.

Some words had come over the week while I was Focusing, and which I’d used in the 
Certifying Ceremony, “touch the sky, touch the ground”. These were also suddenly alive for 
me on that last day.
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I wrote the following to read out in the final session, as a reminder to accept the chal-
lenge of not living from loneliness and to embrace this new way.

From the deep well of our connection, I am
Forced up to the surface, gasping, breathing different air
Not the cool fountain of our life, but
The wilder winds of the world that
Beckon me to return. Which one is home, the
Depth of peace and passion, or 
The flowing currents that will fly me back?
Remember the challenge, 
Touching the sky
And to be in touch with the ground.
Now, catch my breath, fill me up with this crystal community,
You have been my sky
You have been my ground. 

Others can be the community for me, the strength of not being alone, as my body had 
thought it was. It wasn’t easy; making connections could throw up all sorts of challenges 
and issues about how to balance these things out. There’s a release of feeling—personal, inti-
mate, friendship. Coping with them isn’t necessarily easy, but “such predominant feelings 
may include a felt sense of fear or anger or heaviness or many other feelings, and that being 
able to set aside and then later Focus on a specific Background Feeling can transform one’s 
life.” (De Fréminville 2008, p. 14)

But the possibilities are there. I can move forward. It felt right to acknowledge that 
“You are my sky, you are my ground.”
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Backstage compassion

Zena Goldenberg, M.A., M.S.W., L.C.S.W.

Often my most powerful and memorable Focusing sessions happen at retreats which 
offer time to repeatedly bring myself compassionate inner attention in the company of a 
variety of companions. Luxuriant time, repeated compassion, and varied partners together, 
allow important Felt Shifts to come. One of my favorites happened at a Treasure Maps to 
the Soul workshop shortly after September 11, 2001 in Lake Geneva, Wisconsin. At a time 
of so much violent external stimulation, a week of Focusing was a healing gift. My Focusing 
didn’t provide an escape from that external world; instead it helped me find my own way to 
be in that world.

On a sunny, warm fall day my partner for that session and I walked around outside, 
discussing lessons from the workshop, and trying out different spots where we could enjoy 
being outdoors while feeling safe to Focus. I was feeling judgmental of some of the experi-
ences I was having at the retreat and uncomfortable with my overly critical attitude. We 
discussed my concerns and his, as we walked. After a time, we settled on two Adirondack 
chairs near the lake. 

For my turn I led myself inside and asked what wanted my attention. I don’t recall 
all the stops and turns along the way, but at some point I sensed inside a little me alone on 
a big stage. Little me was uncomfortable there and was scurrying around looking for a way 
off the stage when the words came “Life is Not a Performance.” Immediately I felt a wall 
go up which totally encased all of me. I felt completely stuck, merged with the wall, and 
a large part of me wanted to push through the wall, was trying to, but failing to. To each 
of these inner movements I sent out welcoming words and energy. My words and gestures 
appeared to my partner as if I was symbolizing giving birth or being born to something new. 
He shared this with me. 

Generally I prefer simple reflection or encouragement to stay with a Felt Sense from a 
Focusing partner, but his new words—birth/being born—intensified my Felt Sense. They fit. 
I sensed that the words “Life is Not a Performance” were being said to a critical/judgmental 
part, to this sort of Life-Critic-In-Residence who believed that life indeed is a performance 
and that everyone, myself included, should be judged on their success at this performance. 
With the suggestion that a birthing process was happening, I felt a distancing between that 
Life Critic part and my greater self, my Self-in-Presence. I realized that I had been identified 
with, or merged with, the Life Critic as my self! 

This alone would have been enough of a transformative shift, but more was to come. 
An action step emerged: to be less critical of others and myself. With the inner acceptance of 
this action step, I sensed inside that I was stepping into a huge light-filled place, light radiat-
ing outward. I felt birthed to being more compassionate. I felt the brightness and rightness 
of this step. This was the first time I ever came to an action step within a Focusing session 
spontaneously, without really asking for the step. I experienced a strong Felt Sense of what 
that action felt like: an amazing, blazing power of compassion. 
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After the session, I opened my eyes to the sharp blue sky and waving oak tree branches. 
A familiar doubt came back immediately—I expressed a fear: would I be able to let go of being 
merged with my Critical Self? My partner suggested I close my eyes again and acknowledge 
that piece coming, and when I did, the Critical Self part elongated and connected not from me 
to other people I judge, but from my whole self upwards. It radiated with a spiritual, powerful, 
connected-to-something-above feeling. I welcomed this. That was enough for this time and 
self-place. I wanted to allow all of that experience to settle inside and reverberate outside as 
I held on to my compassion action-step along with the upward connection. 

Fortunately, being on a retreat, I could stay with and expand on this very powerful, 
rich session. Later that day, I partnered with another person and sensed first a pressure to 
change myself, to become that “new, compassionate self.” I sensed that this pressure was 
being imposed on me rather than emerging from my Felt Sense. Had I allowed my partner’s 
words to force a process? As I spoke of this, a cloudiness entered my head. As I put that into 
words, the cloud descended and the pressure left. My arms rose up from my lap, palms up, 
until my hands were shoulder height: I sensed that I needed to hold up the cloud, and that 
I needed more support to take this emerging action step that felt so authentic from inside 
myself. Inner support and outer support, both felt needed.

So many lessons from one Focusing session plus the add-on! First, I learned to be open 
to, even welcoming, of a partner’s suggestions. Both within a Focusing session and in general 
relations with others, I became more accepting of the diversity of human expression, while 
also continuing to assert what does and does not fit for me. My Felt Sense resonating with 
words I did not expect from my partner showed me I could learn and benefit from people shar-
ing the unexpected. My process is not so fragile—I am strong enough to take what others give.

Secondly, I strongly sensed how natural it was for me to be merged with a part of my 
self and not realize this for many years—even many years of Focusing! Since then, I have 
been more forgiving of myself when I find myself in that merged place. Again and again I 
merge with my Life Critic. Again and again I forgive and invite in compassion. 

This brings a third lesson, the essentialness of Focusing Presence for an authentic 
shift to happen for me. Accessing my Self-in-Presence opens up space and energy for new 
movement to emerge. This ties in another lesson from my session, that when an action step is 
the “right” one for the time, my Felt Sense tells me: trust this knowledge. And finally, from 
my added-on second Focusing session, I learned the importance of protecting a new step by 
buffering it with internal and external supports. 

This Focusing session, along with many, many others before and since, reinforce my 
gratitude for this singularly amazing process. 

Zena Goldenberg, M.A., M.S.W., L.C.S.W. has been practicing Focusing for almost 25 
years. She became certified under the guidance of Doralee Grindler Katonah. Currently 
she works as a Clinical Therapist at Linden Oaks Hospital, a psychiatric facility where she 
takes great joy in sharing Focusing both formally and informally with staff, patients, and 
families. You can reach Zena at berglitz@gmail.com.
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TransformaTional focusing:  
a Journey to creativity and Discovery of the inner Poet 

Soti Grafanaki, Ph.D. 

It was a beautiful morning, sunny and breezy, filled with all the beautiful colors of 
fall: the reds, the yellows, and the bright oranges. 

I was participating at the study group of Transformational Focusing: Wholebody/
Spiritbody Integration facilitated by Dorallee Grindler-Katonah during the 2nd World Con-
ference of Focusing Oriented Psychotherapies at Stony Point, New York. We were sitting in 
the meditation room. Through the glass windows, nature was surrounding us in all its glory. 

In a gentle way we had been invited to embark on a journey of connecting with our 
‘living body of wholeness’, a journey to discover our deeper calling through our body’s 
aliveness and wisdom. The workshop was a call to listen to ‘the deep inner sense of being 
moved in a certain direction, a sense of life purpose, deeper meaning fulfillment’ (Fleisch & 
Grindler-Katonah, 2011, p.2). We were invited to move beyond words and verbal exchanges, 
allowing our whole body to participate in the Focusing process.

For many years, I had this longing for creating something that could make a differ-
ence in the life of people in need, something I could contribute beyond my job description 
and what I was paid for. The vision was there, but the first step for turning this vision into 
reality was not clear. I remember joining this workshop with anticipation for the ‘more that 
could emerge’ that would allow me to feel increasingly alive and clear about what I needed 
to do next. I knew that I wanted to do something that would have a positive impact on com-
munity wellness and human development. The workshop was offering what I needed, a safe 
space to reconnect with my deepest sense of meaning and purpose.

In this workshop there was a moment that stood out as deeply transformative and 
meaningful—a moment that helped me see my life and the Focusing process in a new light. 
It was the moment when I gained new appreciation for the body’s aliveness and wisdom. 

We were asked to accompany our partner in a wholebody experience without words, 
simply being there, listening to our own body’s response to the interaction and to all that 
surrounded us. Letting go and letting come, following the movement of energy and spirit as 
it naturally flows, allowing ourselves to experience and find new paths for our journey.

I remember that we started the session in the room. It was my turn. My partner was 
a grounded presence, following, accompanying with her movements my movements (in 
silence . . . ) I remember putting my hand on my heart and feeling my heart beat . . . Boom . . . 
Boom . . . Boom . . . A proof of life flowing . . . Excited and strong . . . I did not have to talk; I 
just needed to follow the movements of my body. 

I saw my partner putting her hand on her heart . . . Two hearts beating . . . I started 
walking . . . not knowing why, not knowing where, but trusting my heartbeat . . . following my 
heartbeat. 
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I felt my partner’s warm hand on my shoulder as I found myself going towards the 
door, turning the doorknob and stepping outside the room. There under the trees, with the 
fall leaves crackling under my feet . . . I experienced the warmth of the sun and the little 
breeze, a warm hand of support on my shoulder . . . and in that moment, I felt that I knew what 
I needed to do next to support my vision . . . The path was clear . . . Everything around me was 
supporting me . . . Everything I needed was there.

I breathed in the power of the nature, a sense of divine connection; I felt one with all 
that surrounded me. I did not know at the time what everything that was happening to me 
meant, but it felt good inside. No words were there at the time, only raw body experience. 

When we came back, we had a few minutes to symbolize what had emerged. 

Then suddenly everything fell into place. Every moment felt like part of a large divine 
puzzle. Every moment that I had just experienced with my partner had a meaning and pur-
pose in helping me understand what I needed to do next to honor my deeper calling. 

An experience without words came to be translated into a poetic expression, showing 
me that the felt sense can be symbolized in so many ways! It was as though my body first 
participated in the ‘poetry of life’ through its own movement. Then, when everything was 
done, my living experience of the moment emerged as a poem. I was delighted and sur-
prised. I had unexpectedly discovered the poet in me . . . who with every verse was honoring 
my whole body experience and was helping me see what I needed to do next: 

folloW Your HEarT BEaT 
BE TruE To Your naTurE

Look for companions,
co-travellers,

a warm hand of support on your shoulder.
Not imposing, but present.
Making the journey easier.
Making the journey real.

Don’t look for the most powerful and smart,
But those that live with their heart open, to the wonders of the world.

Those that can see beyond material things,
the true meaning of abundance.

Look for pure hearts, noble and warm
that can be your partners, your teachers, and your companions,

in making the world . . . your world . . . our world a BETTER PLACE.

And the moment is Now
Open the door,

step outside your comfort zone.

Everything is already there . . . Waiting.
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I was amazed by the forcefulness, liveliness, clarity and speed of the poetic expres-
sion. The poem came unexpectedly, ‘like a flowing river’, bringing me in touch with my 
creativity and showing me what I needed to do next. My poem became the witness of my felt 
experience; at the same time a ‘handle’ and a pathway for ‘the more’ that needed to follow. 
This poem came up true in the spirit of the moment, true to my lived experience, with all the 
Focusing steps included along with the action steps that needed to follow. The felt sense, the 
questions, and the receiving, beautifully came together. 

As I shared the poem with my group, I came to realize that what I needed was to find 
the right companions, the right partners to launch my vision. I always thought that it would 
be nice not to be alone on the journey, but at that moment it became so clear to me that my 
co-travellers needed to have certain important qualities. I was not searching in the dark any 
more. I knew what I was looking for. I came to realize that I did not need to create things; 
all I needed was already there. 

Since then, I have shared this poem with people whom I feel can be my companions 
in bringing my vision to life. The poem is a reminder of the qualities I am looking for in 
remaining true to my calling. My poem has been a witness and proof of the intricacy of the 
Focusing process and its creative power to amaze us and move us forward. 

DiscoVEriEs:

• My experience that day taught me that the Focusing process has a complexity and 
intricacy that is hard to explain, unless it is embodied. It is important to trust the experi-
ence and have faith that things will fall into place in their own time, and in their way. Our 
experiencing is holistic and boundless; it can include our body, our environment and the 
people that accompany us that moment. Embracing the silence and allowing the whole body 
to participate in the process can be a very powerful agent of transformation.

• We need to keep ourselves open to how we symbolize our felt experience and allow 
ourselves to be surprised. Art, poetry, drawing, dancing, movement or any other creative 
expressions of our spirit need to be respected and given space to emerge.

• The Focusing process unfolds not only within us, but also between us. Our partner(s) 
play an important role in helping us move into deeper levels of awareness. Our partners are 
more than mirrors (of our experience). They are transformers—and at times, catalysts.

•	 The Focusing process does not occur in a vacuum. The impact of nature, the sur-
roundings, our whole body, the presence of a partner, all play a significant role in moving us 
forward. 

• It is important from time to time to leave our comfort zones, to try new things, to 
risk responding without being bound by our training and pre-conceived knowledge of what 
Focusing is all about. Focusing is all this . . . and m o r e!
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That day, I left the conference hopeful and optimistic. I re-connected with old col-
leagues and students who were running wonderful projects around the world. The Felt-Sense 
Literacy Project (FLP) came up, and I traveled to Ecuador to meet with William and his 
team. Now, I am ready to launch a project for homeless youth with the support and knowl-
edge of the FLP. I am connecting and expanding, I am finding my companions. 

Like my body guided me to do that day—I opened the door, I stepped outside my 
comfort zone and it feels w o n d e r f u l!

rEfErEncEs

Fleisch, G. and Grindler-Katonah, D. (2011). Transformational Focusing: A Wholebody/
Spiritbody Integration. Handouts provided at the 2nd World Conference for Focusing-
Oriented Psychotherapies, Stony Point New York. 

Soti Grafanaki, Ph.D is an Associate professor at Saint Paul University, Ottawa, Canada. 
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Dragon In My TuMMy

Michelle Habington

InTroDucTIon

This Focusing story comes from an experience in 2004—a felt sense so powerful that 
I can still sense into it today, more than 8 years later. In the early 1990’s, I had an introduc-
tion to Focusing and to Eugene Gendlin’s book Focusing, through a psychotherapist who had 
integrated Focusing into his work. The therapist was Dr. Yvon Bourbonnais from Ottawa, 
Canada. I mention his name because I am so grateful to him for bringing Focusing into my 
life. Using Focusing, I was able to take the next right steps and build the wonderful life I 
have today. 

Back in 1993, I had just been through a second divorce that had left me with a dread- 
sense that I couldn’t have a viable marriage. Then I met someone with whom I wanted to 
build a life, and so I sought help from a highly recommended psychotherapist, Dr. Yvon 
Bourbonnais, who integrated Focusing into his practice. I read Eugene Gendlin’s book, 
Focusing, and as I worked with Dr. Bourbonnais using Focusing, I started to deal with some 
of the childhood issues that were underlining my current negative feelings about myself. 
In 1998, I left Ottawa and Dr. Bourbonnais’ kind therapy; however, I continued to practice 
Focusing on my own until 2006 when I attended a workshop on Focusing based on Ann 
Weiser Cornell’s book The Power of Focusing. The following summer I attended the First 
International Summer School (FISS) in New York. That was a frightening experience for 
such an inexperienced Focuser until I was introduced to the Focusing language of Inner 
Relationship Focusing and what a revelation that was. During the 6-day retreat, I also expe-
rienced a one-on-one session with Gene Gendlin, which for me, was like a teenager meeting 
her favorite rock star for the first time! Soon after, I began to study with Ann Weiser Cornell, 
and today I am a Certified Focusing Trainer. I now use my experience with this Focusing 
story in my teaching, and it is also the basis of a children’s story called “Dragon in my 
Tummy,” which is included below.

The Focusing experience which I am about to share with you happened in 2004 before 
any formal training in Focusing and while I was struggling with Focusing alone. Living 
on a small island, I didn’t know any Focusers. My friends suffered through my beginner’s 
explanations about the practice, and they also felt my great passion for Focusing.

My story begins in a restaurant, not during a Focusing session, but during a friendly 
lunch with a friend. I don’t remember the topic of our conversation, but it was probably about 
our lives and what we were reading relating to personal growth and spirituality.
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We were sitting in a booth talking when I suddenly uttered a sound and felt, rising 
within me something very big, like an enormous beast, and felt my chest rising and widen-
ing, as if to fit or accommodate the beast. Simultaneously, I felt my arms, bent at the elbows 
expanding like great wings, clicking into place in line with my shoulders. As I write this 
now, I still have the felt sense of this “clicking into place” and the enormous size of the 
creature that I sensed emanating from me. My friend later told me that just as suddenly, my 
face had turned red and people around us turned, curious about my loud “ahhhhh”.

I did not know what was happening and remained seated, shocked, and trying to catch 
my breath. My friend knew about Focusing, and we probably talked for a while until it was 
time to go back to work. I do remember having the sense of a beast within me that day and 
the following day, I wrote this about the experience in my Focusing journal:

I saw the monster yesterday. I felt the strength of him as he rose to his full 
height and deployed his wings. What a wonderful release to feel the deploy-
ment of his wings. The energy and the force were scary and wonderful. I can 
still feel the power of it.

I wrote about trying to be with the monster, how big he was. I remember trying to 
touch him, in my mind, attempting to find some part of it that I could stay with. It was so 
ugly and scaly with big yellow eyes and enormous claws. I envisioned touching one of his 
claws, finding some way to be in a relationship with it even though he was so big and scary.

The creature stayed with me over the next few days as I went about my busy life. 
As I let the image of it be there with me, the creature gradually changed into a dragon. I 
remember walking down the street, imagining holding it by the hand, and I asked if its name 
was “Puff The Magic Dragon”. Immediately, it said, “I am Protector, Ector for short”. These 
were its exact words! Then gradually, it became a small dragon that sat on a chair with its 
head bowed. “You have discovered me” it said. Now reading this, you must be wondering 
about my sanity, and yet as I remember this, tears are there even after all this time. They are 
tears of appreciation and love.

I spent a lot of time with Ector, marvelling at him, at how powerful he was. I began 
to sense that as far as I could remember, I was afraid of the anger which was within me 
burning, and symbolized by a small “pilot light” type of image that I could sense as being 
ever present in my belly. I was always careful at assessing situations where I might get angry 
and exhibit an anger which seemed so much bigger than I was. I learned from Ector that the 
anger was there to protect me and to keep me safe. I could use that anger to scare or to push 
away any threat, or people who felt threatening. I had created my own “protector”. 

Looking around my home at that time, I noted a variety of little dragon statues or 
emblems that I had collected over the years. One was even labelled as a “Guard Dragon”!

At times now, when I sense anger rising within me, I still say hello to Ector, letting 
him know that I sense him there ready to come to the rescue. I still have a skin condition 
which often looks like scales, and I am reminded of dragon scales and Ector.
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The experience of Ector set me on a course of self-discovery and healing which is 
ongoing today. My husband and I have been together almost 20 years and have a very loving 
relationship. I am able to experience joy every day.

Sensing Ector there inside was so significant that it confirmed for me the power of 
Focusing and deepened my resolve to teach it as much as I can to anyone who wants to learn 
it. In 2009, I became a Focusing teacher and now, I offer my services as a Focusing Guide on 
a volunteer basis to cancer patients and staff at our local cancer treatment centre. 

I wanted to share my experience with Ector so I wrote the following children’s story. 
I hope you enjoy reading it as much as I had fun writing it.

Dragon In My TuMMy

Andrew is slowly waking up. He lies in bed, snuggling in his soft, warm blankets. He 
stretches, wiggles his toes and his fingers. 

He hears his tummy growl. “Is it hungry in there?” 

Andrew’s mom and dad tell him he is growing fast. Mmmm, he feels that he is still 
small for his age. After all, he is six years old, almost grown up. He cannot wait to be tall 
and strong like his brother Peter. 

Feeling his toes, Andrew remembers how he can run very fast when he wants to and 
he can still squeeze into very small places. That is how he scraped his knee yesterday. He 
touches his hurt knee. “Ow!” It still hurts. His mom gave him a hug and put a band-aid on 
it. Andrew feels he is getting a little too old for hugs, but he secretly admits that it felt pretty 
good. He remembers the good things about yesterday, he played ball, his very favourite thing 
to do, and learned all about his new computer game. Yah! That was cool. 

Then, in his tummy, Andrew feels a little squeeze. Oh yes, there is that thing that hap-
pened at school yesterday. He feels scared just thinking about it. And there is that squeeze 
again when he thinks about going to school today.

Andrew snuggles deeper in his blankets. He imagines what it would feel like to be a 
little mouse hiding safely in its hole. He can feel his ears twitch, his teeth growing longer. A 
mouse does not have to go to school. He closes his eyes and imagines that he is a tiny, white, 
furry mouse with a pink nose all-safe in a little nest. Yes, that feels awesome!

Andrew stays all curled up like a mouse and then he hears it: “Eh! You, Yes You! 
I’m talking to you.” He looks around. “Nope, nobody there.” But something is calling him, 
something inside is saying: “Don’t be such a scaredy cat.” It is calling him a “scaredy cat” 
and that does not feel very good. Andrew remembers that feeling. It is like the time he ate 
too much ice cream or when he has to go to the dentist. Yes, that is it. Exactly like that! 

Andrew just wants to go back to that snuggly feeling, that little mouse feeling. Ah yes, 
he feels it now. Maybe he can stay there all day, warm and safe. 
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But all of a sudden, he feels his legs tingling and moving like they are getting ready to 
run. He feels his heart beat “thump, thump, thump.” His arms feel like huge wings spreading 
out and clicking into place. “What is happening to me?” he wonders as he begins to feel like 
one of those Transformer toys, only bigger and stronger. 

Then, wait a minute . . . Andrew feels mad, he feels very mad. He hears something 
inside saying “Why are you hiding here like a mouse?” The voice sounds loud and angry. 

“Who is saying that?” Andrew waits . . . almost afraid to move. “Could there be a big, 
scary monster in there?” he wonders and shivers thinking about it. 

Now, Andrew knows he is safe in his bed and big scary monsters do not really exist. 
Anyway, scary monsters cannot be here in his room. But, as he closes his eyes, he sees it, 
right there, big and ugly. 

Of course it is not real. Right? It is just 
Andrew’s imagination. It is just a picture in his 
head . . . Then he notices the monster’s big yellow 
eye and it is looking right at him. “OK, now what 
do I do?” he asks himself. 

Andrew really wants to hide under the cov-
ers again. But wait, he really does not want to be 
a “scaredy cat”. He wants to be brave! Maybe he 
can have another look at the monster, looking for 
something that is less scary, like the monster’s 
nose. 

So Andrew takes a quick look and squeezes his eyes shut: “Well, that is a little better” 
he whispers, afraid to disturb the monster. Carefully, he looks inside again. 

 . . . And that is when Andrew gets a very big surprise! “Wow!” says Andrew, “That’s 
not a monster, it looks more like a dragon” . . . “Yes, IT IS a dragon, with a long scaly tail!” 

Now Andrew blurts out very quickly, “Are you Puff the Magic Dragon?” He asks this 
quietly in case someone heard him talking out loud to himself. 

The dragon looks up at Andrew and says, “I 
am Protector, Ector for short”. 

Andrew blinks. “I have a dragon in my 
tummy and his name is Ector, short for Protector.” 
He has to stop and think about that. 

“What do you do with a dragon in your 
tummy? Does every kid have one?” Now Andrew 
is a very smart boy so he decides to wait and see 
what happens. 
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Ector looks smaller now, less scary. He is sitting in a chair looking at Andrew. “I 
have been here for a long time, since you were just little” says Ector, “and now you have 
discovered our secret.” 

“We have a secret?” asks Andrew of his new friend.

“Yes,” says Ector, “now you know that you have a dragon in your tummy. Whenever 
you get mad, I help you feel really mad. I blow out flames from my mouth and growl. I scare 
things away. I also help you run really, really fast. Just think about what happened at school 
yesterday”.

“Nooo”, Andrew shivers. “That makes me feel scared”

“Yes”, says Ector “but it also makes you mad, right?”

Andrew mumbles: “Maybe”.

“Well, I am here to protect you, that’s my job”, says Ector. “You can always feel me 
here in your tummy”.

“But you’re not real. You’re just my imagination, right?”

“Kind of”, says Ector. “I’m not a real dragon, that’s for sure because dragons are 
mythical animals. But everyone needs someone when they are scared and alone. I’m part of 
your imagination that helps you feel brave. When you are scared, you can touch your tummy 
and feel that I’m here with you, big, strong and ready to breathe fire.” 

Andrew is a little worried. “Sometimes, I get mad at home with Mom and Dad. We 
wouldn’t breathe fire on them, right?”

“Sometimes, we might feel like it”, answers 
Ector. “Maybe, we could just send out a little puff 
of smoke as a warning. But then we would know 
that it is probably a good time for us to have a quiet 
time. You could go to your room and we could 
visit and chat for a while, like friends. Would you 
like that?” 

“I guess so.” Andrew wonders how this 
would work. “So when I feel that I am getting mad 
or scared, I can say “Ector, are you there?” Just 
inside of course, not out loud.”

“Ya! You can come anytime. I’m always here in case you need me.” Then Ector 
chuckles: “And you can rub my tummy, I love to have my tummy rubbed.”

Andrew laughs and imagines rubbing a dragon’s tummy. That would certainly be 
interesting. He wonders how he would do this when he hears his name being called. 

“Oops, sorry, Ector, I hear my mom calling me. Got to go.” 
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“See you later, Andrew, friend of a dragon.”

Andrew runs to his mom. “Mom, Mom, I 
have a dragon in my tummy. His name is Ector and 
he is there to protect me”.

Andrew’s mom smiles at him: “Good Morn-
ing, Andrew. Say hello to Ector for me. Now, come 
and have your breakfast or you will be late for 
school”.

author’s note September 2011

This story is meant to inspire children to listen to their body senses and to recognize the 
symbols, colours, physical sensations and movement associated with the body’s messages or 
feelings. Making friends with or just listening to our inner voice, be it small and shy or big 
and scary, and recognizing the value of this kind of awareness in everyday life is what is 
advocated in this story.

The story of Ector is dedicated to my son William Andrew.

The drawings are by Lily Shaye MacIntyre who is 10 years old.  She lives on Prince Edward 
Island with her Mom, Dad, little brother and many many pets. When she grows up, Lily 
wants to be an illustrator because she loves art.  

Michelle Habington is a Certified Focusing Trainer. She can be reached at: (902) 569-2335 
or Michellehabington@gmail.com
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The ArT of LisTening wiThouT Advising:  
My own focusing story

Hila Haelyon, Ph.D.

‘Counseling’ is so-called, because it generally requires that an individual defined as 
‘the professional’ provides counsel, or advice for individuals experiencing crisis or distur-
bance in their lives. In the dyad formed between counselor and counseled, a basic under-
standing exists by which the latter is advised by the former. 

It happened last winter, a season marked with memories of deep pain coursing through 
all my limbs. My legs, my hands, and my head, all so familiar to me, suddenly became an 
alienating reality. The pain pervaded my entire body, giving me no rest; my functioning rela-
tive to my husband and children became a persistent downward-spiral; for the first time ever 
I experienced the sense of incapability. Initially I waited, counseling myself to be patient 
until the pain relievers I was taking could do their job. I devised a number of compensatory 
solutions, and chiefly sought advice from doctors and holistic health practitioners on how to 
cope with the pain. But the pain held its own. The more I tried to cope, the stronger it lodged 
in me, paralyzing even my ability to protest it. Eventually I gave in to conventional medicine, 
which provided a clear diagnosis: fibromyalgia. I was told and understood that my illness 
meant ongoing pain. The only solution offered was medication, which did eliminate the pain 
quickly, but took away my ability to remember and to think. As a lecturer, I realized I would 
not be able to continue using these medications, which solve the physical problem, but create 
another kind of pain that I experienced as helplessness.

By chance, and after myriad try-outs of various treatments, I heard about a technique/
process called ‘Focusing’. I decided to set out on a journey from Israel to the USA to learn 
how Focusing might assist me in coping with the pain. In August 2012, I participated in a 
conference, staying in New York for two days before the conference began. These were the 
two most painful days of my life: I was neither at home, nor at the conference, but rather 
in limbo, spending the next two days walking the streets of New York in pain that reached 
new peaks. 

It was as though, at one level, I thought I might soon learn how to converse with this 
pain through Focusing, and at another level the pain seemed to be doing everything possible 
to remind me of its immense power and control over me.

On to the conference: In the classroom, Dr. Ann Weiser Cornell led us day after day 
through lectures and exercises. I was surprised to discover that in spite of the geographic 
distances represented by individuals from 18 different countries, physical pain seemed to 
cross all borders as a subjective experience. When one woman described her migraines, I 
felt my eyes tear up and my heart fill with strong empathy, because that shared nameless 
feeling brought about by pain was shared by us both. In fact, it is possible to conceptualize 
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the connection, touch it, and use it to create the sense of closeness until distances between 
us disappear.

The turning point for me occurred during a morning exercise during which a woman 
volunteered to demonstrate. As she entered inside her body, relaxing her limbs and describ-
ing the event on which she wanted to Focus, she expressed very strong emotions of both 
happiness and sadness The demonstration ended, and discussion ensued in the classroom. 

I was unable to concentrate, experiencing internal disquiet, which after three days of 
Focusing practice, I knew to define as a ‘felt sense’. It seemed like a heavy gray cloud was 
pervading my body, filling my stomach, and floating upwards towards my chest, leaving a 
wake of distress, while at the same time, as I looked at the Focuser, her face seemed tranquil, 
and she was at peace. 

Because I research the body, I took note of her skin color before the demonstration: 
her face had been red, but now had returned to normal and she looked comfortable. Her 
posture spoke of calmness. But I found the disparity impossible to bear. While the guide 
listened to her attentively, gently, and with such caring presence, she also did not attempt to 
rush in to fix-it.

I noticed how calm everyone else seemed to be, while I remained deeply uncomfort-
able. The class ended and I hurried to our teacher, waiting politely, but asking adamantly, 
“How can that be? Why didn’t we talk to her? Why didn’t we expand or instigate a discussion 
based on her descriptions?”

Our teacher took a deep breath and quietly said: “Because we don’t do that. In Focus-
ing, the guide listens with presence, but does not interfere.” Disquieted even more, I joined 
the next session. During the exercises, I used Focusing to examine my own tempestuous 
emotions.

I began the Focusing process questioning why the absence of counseling causes me 
such discomfort, why I cannot just trust that the individual can find her or his own way, and 
why I immediately want to offer advice and orientation. First, I needed to relax my body. 
Breathing deeply, I Focused on all my external limbs. Slowly I began the journey that would 
be life changing and would reshape my insight. 

Gradually I moved inwards, examining my need to advise, and suddenly a living, 
colorful entity was revealed to me. It was a large hand, moving as though directed by a 
mechanical force across a right to left axis, and it held a huge red flower. The hand was not 
destined for anyone in particular. No one claimed the flower, but the hand continued moving 
aimlessly from side to side. At this point I wanted to stop, finding the sensation somewhat 
frightening. What connection could there be between me and the hand? What did I need 
to do with it? How should I understand it? My brain went into high gear and immediately 
became resolute, demanding logical explanations, here and now. However, I remembered 
what I had learned earlier in the workshop: Try to silence my thoughts and move into the 
experience and the image. And that is what I did next, insistently opposing and politely 
rejecting the voice of rationality. It was silenced, and I continued looking inwards into the 
image. The red flower bled profusely, and a fine thread of pain, gossamer thin but strong and 
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powerfully present, traced the path of the gliding hand. The image called out to me, “I have 
no strength” and “I’m tired” and “I’m sick of this movement.” The exercise session ended, 
and I promised the image residing inside of me that I would return and reexamine it.

I came home. Some days later I returned to the image. Its messages became sharper, 
encompassing more and more areas of my life in which I was moving right to left and offer-
ing flowers to anyone who asked for them. Up until that point I held the thought that I was 
some kind of CEO organizing every aspect of my day. By the time I was 38, I had earned my 
Ph.D., written two books, was managing a home and a family of 4 children, and progressing 
in my career, but most of all, I had not really enjoyed any of it. Everything was organized 
in my mind in lists of achievements, targets and ‘projects completed successfully’. Even 
my family’s criticism was evaluated by whether my actions promoted me, or promoted an 
overall plan, or not. 

And then I fell ill, a crisis that frustrated me, and my ability to achieve my goals. It 
limited the speed at which I could tick off my imaginary daily set of achievements. The ill-
ness effectively halted my ‘effectiveness’. But in the end, the illness that so severely hindered 
me healed my super-speed conduct. Only through Focusing did I realize that a bleeding 
flower, mechanically presented, is of no use to anyone. At this conscious stage, I decided 
to lovingly accept the halted process of my life and encompass it warmly, not fight it but 
contain it, and slowly bring about the cessation of the nonstop side-to-side movement. I 
promised the image within me, and the emotions and experiences surfacing from it, to revisit 
at a future point.

I joined the second stage of Focusing studies, my goal being to re-examine my image. 
New insights slowly emerged. My personal biography surfaced. As an adopted child, and as 
an only child to my aging parents, I had spent my entire life practicing how I could give my 
appreciation back to them. I was so good at it that I gave to others too, though they were not 
part of my family and did not need my giving. Even my choice of profession—counseling, 
facilitation and student orientation—furthered my need to give, at all times.

Other spheres of my life that have improved include being able to accept advice 
through more challenging negotiation with my ‘private’ internal counselor. I have also 
become more perceptive about blocking out advice that does not serve me, an outcome of 
the power of Focusing. Finally, and possibly most importantly of all, at the family level, I 
have finally succeeded in understanding my partner’s claim that I am too deeply into the rat 
race, an aspect that he has shared with me many times, that has caused him pain, and which, 
until I had my own Focusing realizations, I was unable to comprehend. I have set aside more 
quality time with my children, and my more relaxed attitude successfully mitigates those 
lists of goals and targets residing in my mind, and insists instead on finding enjoyment.

As for the pain, the fibromyalgia, and the increasing dosages of medication . . . ? Amaz-
ingly, the pain is melting away—which surprises me every day. I wake and wait for the pain 
like a loyal friend, but it doesn’t knock on my door. Some days, it does manage to slip inside 
and lodge itself in one or another specific places in my body. Then I Focus, create a dialogue 
of acceptance, and the pain leaves the way it came, disappearing quietly like a guest who 
knows not to outstay a welcome.
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It would be wrong to end with the past-tense phrase, “Focusing changed my life”. 
Rather, Focusing is an ongoing orientating journey that continues through every moment of 
my day and my life. I am immensely appreciative of the wonderful teachers I met during this 
experience-laden course, and hope to meet again, during my continuing journey. My thanks 
to you all for your wisdom and unlimited patience. Thank you for teaching me how to walk 
the path of self-acknowledgment.

Hila Haelyon is a Doctor of Social Psychology, teaching at Bar Ilan University in the 
department for Gender Studies and Dispute Resolution. She also lectures in the MA track 
for Family Studies at the College of Management. She has published two books on the 
body-identity-emotion experience in women undergoing fertility treatment, and on body 
and identity coping in adopted women. The author has published articles dealing with 
issues related to pain, mothering, birth and fertility. 

Contact: haelyonh@hotmail.co.il
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Fingertips and dragons: a MeMoir 

Katarina Halm

introdUCtion

My memoir springs from a Focusing session with Birrell Walsh in 2008. The images 
and gestures that arose during my Focusing session four years ago are alive in me today in 
new ways. That session brought meaning, comfort and ease within a life of physical limita-
tions and pain from an old injury. Today the gestures from that session have grown. The 
images have developed and now support my Focusing projects out in the world. 

The little wind whirled into a new shape; the little wind from my fingertips is now 
accompanied by a sunny dragon within those daring moments when a project takes a sudden 
turn. The little wind now moves out into the world with a gentle timing while also keeping 
me safe, as it did in 2008.

tHe First FoCUsing session

Fingertips send a gentle Wind to the door, and it Closes softly

During the session I sense into tears that stem from physical pain from an old injury to 
my eyes and spine. I see those tears turn into flower buds that are bursting into even smaller 
clusters of buds. The flower bud clusters become a buffer and container for the intensity of 
the tears and pain. Then I become aware of how my fingertips can send a little wind towards 
a door, and the door gently closes. The wind is streaming from my fingertips, and my whole 
body is in the movement. As the door closes I feel a sense of safety . . . even comfort . . . and 
hope for next steps. 

* Katarina:   
Staying on my side of the door and not rushing out after what is on the other 
side . . . feels like a kind of stillness, a quiet stillness.

* Birrell:   
You’re sensing a quiet stillness, the stillness of staying on your side of the door, 
not rushing out to the other side.

* Katarina:   
As the door closes . . . the door itself is almost invisible, and there is a kind 
of . . . pressure in me everywhere in a soft way . . . it is a gentle moment, more 
gentle than the tears that are sharp and shivery and cold.
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* Birrell:   
You are sensing how the closing of the door is very soft, and more gentle than 
the sharp shivery tears.

* Katarina:  
The moment of closing the door is so complete and so soft and real . . . it’s warm 
and a kind of a . . . kind of a whole body, whole body gently pressing the door.

All of me senses right down to the ground beneath me, as that door closes . . . as 
if my fingertips were sending a little bit of wind to the door at a distance and 
the door closes, softly on its own!

* Birrell:  
You are aware of a wind . . . your fingertips are sending a wind to the door, and 
it closes softly.

* Katarina:   
Yes, I am receiving that fully in me . . . that gesture that promises me that I have 
a place to rest . . . it promises me that this is my own “Place”.

reflecting on the session 

I experience a whole-body knowing of how to ever so softly close a door, have my 
own space, just be, and let the world wait for a while, even two minutes. Letting wind flow 
from my fingertips . . . I am comforted by the gesture . . . amazed and curious about how it will 
continue to unfold in each day.

deVeLopMents 

The door, gesture, wind, fingertips and flowers are symbols of safety which continue 
to bring meaning to my life. These symbols of safety weave into a second Focusing session 
where I discover a further dimension of safety in the power of “Reversibility”. This safety 
moves out into the world, taking shape in a new project

tHe seCond FoCUsing session

“reversibility” in those daring moments when a project (or the earth) takes a sudden 
turn

One day in the early Spring of 2012, I wondered, “How can I best contribute to my 
professional community and also to my neighbourhood?” 
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solo Focusing with a sunny dragon

I took my question to the Sunny Dragon, a small gray stone sculpture that lives in my 
studio. Settling into a solo Focusing session, I found myself sitting on the wooden floor by 
the Sunny Dragon and her plants.

* I can see the studio door at a distance and feel the quiet stillness of staying 
on my side of the door.

* As I sense the weight of my whole body settled there on the floor, a new 
dimension comes to the quiet, a growing strength arises . . . the dragon is secure 
in her place. I am settled for now.

* Hushed by my question . . . I begin sensing how much I want to bring my best 
efforts, knowledge and heart to my professional community and neighbourhood.

* My spine becomes painful . . . my breathing is tight . . . I continue to won-
der . . . then instead of my question something else comes rolling into my aware-
ness, there comes that big sadness about events from the past ten months . . . 

* Receiving that sadness . . . as my head bows with acceptance . . . the sadness is 
soft and there comes a little bit of wind all around me. 

* The sadness is soft and also big, it feels like a big bird sitting there wanting 
to move and fly into the wind . . . yet the bird is confined in an awkward way.

* The little wind lightly touches my fingertips . . . awakening a knowing of how 
it is to be safe . . . safe in a new way now, while holding a sadness and accompa-
nied by a sunny dragon. The bird has vanished, yet the softness of its feathers 
stays with me.

* Suddenly I feel a shaking all around me . . . the room is shaking, the earth 
itself is shaking . . . 

* From one moment to the next the world turns upside-down . . . I feel the 
essence of change . . . I am ready to turn and spin in any direction to keep safe. 

* Ah . . . I feel the power of the wind as the dragon turns towards the sun. The 
scale-like feathers on the wings of the dragon are like my fingertips, and the 
little wind is now a protection for all our earth!

* Weaving together the power of stillness and movement, dragon and the earth, 
the Focusing session comes to a natural stopping place. I am aware of a fresh 
perspective, a renewal. My question turns into a promise, and I know there 
will be more ways to contribute to my professional community and also to my 
neighbourhood. There is a trust that the next weeks and months will bring a 
new project.
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deVeLopMents 

“reversibility”

The ending of my session with Sunny Dragon embodies reversibility. My work as a 
Feldenkrais practitioner is central to my Focusing projects. One aspect of Feldenkrais is 
“reversibility”, the ability to stop and reverse or change an action at any point, thus to be in 
control of my action at all times and able to stop and reverse or change it if circumstances 
require. In my session with Sunny Dragon I am ready to turn and spin in any direction to 
keep safe. With reversibility comes an awareness of where I am in each moment and the 
ability to meet what comes even when a project takes a sudden turn, even when the earth 
quakes and disasters ensue.

The action of reversibility is easy to see when it is physical. Reversibility can mean 
turning my body in any direction without hesitation. Reversibility can also be cognitive 
or emotional. Reversibility is supported by Focusing: that inner knowing of how to sense 
the whole of a situation. With Focusing we hold all the aspects of a situation with respect 
and awareness, attending to whatever needs care in the inner or outer world. The Focusing 
process allows for a global awareness from which reversible steps can arise and be expressed 
physically, cognitively, or emotionally. 

Reflecting on my session with Sunny Dragon continues to bring a Focusing pause. 
With that pause come grace and strength, protecting that moment of quiet as I sense for a 
next step in the world. 

Focusing, reversibility and earthquake preparedness

Since meeting my Japanese Focusing colleagues at the International Focusing confer-
ence in June 2011, the seriousness of an earthquake had been in my awareness and dream-
ing. Following my solo Focusing with Sunny Dragon, I began attending public meetings on 
Emergency Preparedness in Vancouver neighbourhoods and soon joined my local team. 
Currently we are helping people prepare for the possibility of a big earthquake on the West 
Coast of North America. The program we use can be adapted to disasters, natural and man-
made, all over North America. 

Focusing with the Sunny Dragon, I sense her protective energy moving into the world. 
Sunny Dragon continues to bring the little wind from my fingertips into the world as I work 
with neighbours to prepare our homes for an emergency. Focusing helps us honour the small 
steps of awareness and actions to prepare our homes for any emergency.

Fingertips & dragon, Keeping saFe WitH reVersiBiLitY

My ‘aha’ from the first session with Birrell was knowing how to create a safe place 
even within pain and chaos. Then my session with the dragon the ‘aha’ was a further dimen-
sion of the safe-place. I learned another way to keep safe through the power of reversibility. 
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The evolving project of earthquake preparation is yet a further development which creates 
more safety for everyone.

 

Sunny Dragon by Neil Darymple from Wales 
(http://www.neildalrymple.com/)

Katarina Halm offers workshops and classes in Focusing and The Feldenkrais Method® of 
Somatic Education in Vancouver, BC, Canada. 

Contact: http://happybones.wordpress.com/ 
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The ShorTeST FocuSing SeSSion ever

Bala Jaison, Ph.D.

This may be the shortest article I’ve ever written—but then Focusing is like that, isn’t 
it . . . Sometimes we work on a ‘something’ for days, weeks, months, waiting for the famous 
aha! Other times, without warning, a grand epiphany just seems to come out of nowhere, and 
we are amazed, stymied, a bit freaked-out by the profundity of the seemingly out-of-the-blue 
experience that has hit us with such a bolt. But of course, those of us who know, practice, 
live Focusing, already know that this ‘sudden knowing’ isn’t exactly accurate, isn’t exactly 
‘sudden’, because we’ve probably been ‘sitting with’ it for who knows how long . . . !

My big aha came in Chicago. It was the early 80’s and I had moved there for six 
months to work with and learn from Gene Gendlin and Mary McGuire, and to help establish 
and organize the original Week-long trainings . . . (that’s another story!)

It was a rough period in my life in certain ways. I was grappling with many things 
(irrelevant to this article/memoir). I had some important life-altering decisions to make. My 
husband was staying in Connecticut with his father, whose health was rapidly declining, 
so we were both away from our home and each other, and had rented our house out for 6 
months, so we could each do what we wanted to do or (in his case) had to do.

In one way, being in Chicago was a great and freeing experience, learning so many 
new things, especially about the fine-points and intricacies of Focusing. In another way I was 
carrying a lot of uncertainty in my life, questions to be answered, decisions that eventually 
had to be made . . . which takes me on to the memoir . . . 

I had been grappling with a sense of losing control of many aspects of my life. Of 
course in our work, people talk endlessly about “letting go of control”, but we know that 
really letting go is “easier said than done”.

Anyway, one night I had a dream. I’ll say here first, that I’m just awful (as in patheti-
cally hopeless) about remembering my dreams. Gendlin says that we should keep a pad 
and pencil by the bedside and write down our dreams immediately, but what usually wakes 
me up in the first place is needing to use the bathroom, so by the time I’ve taken that little 
journey, the dream is long gone. 

This dream however hit me like a bolt, a jolt, or as the saying goes, “a ton of bricks”. 
It is a dream that will I never forget—ever—(bathroom or not!) 

I dreamt that I had MS (multiple sclerosis), however in the dream, while whatever 
physical ailment I was experiencing was called ‘MS’, it actually looked more like Parkin-
son’s Disease: flailing of limbs, waving of arms, legs buckling under, unable to walk or 
balance properly, and complete lack of physical control and coordination.
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The dream was very short. I was standing on a busy, bustling street corner waiting for 
the light to change from red to green, in order to cross the street. The location could have 
been Times Square in New York, or some other very busy intersection of a large city, maybe 
it was even Chicago—I don’t remember the where—just that the location was a major U.S. 
city, with an unusually wide intersection, and a very high volume of traffic.

As I started to cross the street (when the light changed from red to green), my legs 
came buckling out from under me. In the dream, I didn’t actually fall down (which was 
peculiar because my legs had no strength) but rather, kept watching with panic and horror at 
the total lack of control I felt in my legs as they kept wobbling and buckling. I experienced 
the most intense and overwhelming fear—imagining a fall and then being run over by a car. 
No matter how hard I tried to balance, my arms continued flailing about, and my about-to-
collapse legs continued to be totally devoid of control.

That was the whole dream—and—it is as vivid right now in the writing, as it was then 
in the dreaming. I had no idea what the significance of the dream was/meant, but I couldn’t 
wait to see Mary McGuire to work on it.

The dream also put me into a serious state of panic about something else. I really had 
no idea how to interpret it, hence, I ‘made up’ that the universe was telling me that I had 
an undiagnosed illness: MS? Parkinson’s disease? Worse? Whatever the illness was, I was 
certain that the dream was telling me that I was going to die very soon. My life was going to 
come to an end. All that to say that by the time Mary and I finally met up I was in a bit-of-
a-state. (UNDERSTATEMENT!) 

I sat before her thinking that I would tell her the dream, and together we would both 
grieve my imminent departure from this world. Very sad . . . the end of my life, no week-
longs . . . I’d come to Chicago for nothing . . . the end.

And now, the shortest part and the famous aha—or—the shortest Focusing ses-
sion ever!

I sat before Mary and told her the dream. With an expression of gentle curiosity and 
empathy she simply said, “What does MS mean?” And I said, almost without pausing, “Let-
ting go of control . . . ” AHA!! . . . Yes, that was IT . . . !!

My whole current life flashed before me—my natural instinct toward order—my dis-
comfort with ‘not knowing’. I was being asked . . . being told (by an inner voice more power-
ful than mine) to let go of control, to allow life to be, to not try to orchestrate everything. 
That was IT! That is what the dream meant: Letting go of control! It was bang-on, or, as we 
say in Focusing—a true felt-shift!

After I came back to my senses (still trying to grasp that I wasn’t going to die), I was 
totally astounded by the imagery—so brief: trying to cross a street, yet so profound: losing 
control with MS.

That dream took place a long time ago, but what I learned has stayed alive in me all 
these many years, and I shall remember always that . . . 
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• The Focusing process has a life of its own, separate from any ‘control’ that we might 
want to have over the process.

• No matter how hard we try to take ‘control’ of matters, when we allow the felt-sense 
to ‘speak its mind’, it knows something that we don’t; there is no pushing, shoving, 
altering, or manipulating a felt-sense. Said another way, the felt-sense always knows 
what is right, (whether we like it or not!) and that knowing is something to be revered 
and honored.

• Wisdom is revealed to us in many ways: In Focusing, it is through the bodily felt-sense; 
in Meditation is it through the ‘higher mind’. The connection between body/mind—
the famous ‘both/and’—is needed to experience full congruency in our being—I call 
it think/feel.

• And finally, my least favorite concept (then) has become my most favorite concept 
(now): Making friends with not-knowing . . . 

My wish for myself, and others, is the beauty of full connectedness at all levels—
think/feel, both/and, body/mind. May we experience the famous ‘match’ or ‘fit’ between all 
levels of consciousness, as often as is humanly possible.

Thank you Mary McGuire. Thank you Gene Gendlin.

Bala Jaison, Ph.D., author of ‘Integrating Experiential and Brief Therapy: How To Do 
Deep Therapy—Briefly and How To Do Brief Therapy—Deeply’ is a psychotherapist in 
private practice for individuals, couples and families, Director of Focusing for Creative 
Living in Toronto, and a Certifying Coordinator for the International Focusing Institute.

Her numerous workshops always have a leaning toward conflict-resolution and peacemak-
ing. She had been editing this Folio for over 20 years—with joy! 

Contact: balaj@sympatico.ca
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Finding new LeveLs oF Attention: 
san salvador, 2012

Charles Jennings

During a three day Focusing workshop for trainers of Focusing given by Suzanne 
Noel in San Salvador, El Salvador, Central America, I had the opportunity to experience two 
new revelations concerning my own personal psychological point of attention.

It happened like this: as Suzanne’s fiancé, I went to El Salvador in order to add what-
ever support I might to her during the three day workshops that she was giving to health care 
givers from El Salvador and Nicaragua. These workshops would attempt an insight into her 
model of Recovery Focusing through the Twelve Step approach. Being a beginner at Focus-
ing, my only experience had been with a local Focusing session a week prior to going to El 
Salvador. While that session piqued my interest in Focusing, I really didn’t expect the two 
new insights into the way my mind and body worked which I experienced during Suzanne’s 
workshops. I thought I would be of some kind of “general support” to facilitating her work 
physically, not expecting to receive the gifts I did from participating with the group.

The workshops were set up to teach the locals about her “HOW-we heal” model of 
Focusing in Recovery Focusing as applied through the 12-step program. These sessions 
consisted of three two and a half hour sessions per day for three days. In that time both 
the theory and practice of Suzanne’s model was presented, taking each step of the 12-step 
program one by one and using Focusing as the application. It became apparent that this way 
of teaching worked very well with people of this culture as their Latin backgrounds opened 
to this method of group learning and then practicing. As such, I too participated and was 
able to grasp two life-important principles that make up part of what Focusing is all about 
and that are now instilled in me for good.

The first point that impacted me, and that will stay with me, was the issue of how I 
was able to actually feel inside my body through allowing that connectedness to occur. As 
the days went on, Suzanne’s words about relaxing and feeling into the body (which she did 
at the start of each session or step) took on a special depth for me. While I have many times 
experienced relaxation exercises during meditation or guided journey of the mind, I found 
that something else was available to me by trusting that more was there when I removed the 
cognitive processes from my attention. At first, I simply relaxed my mind and waited for 
images or other results to appear. However, the more I began to trust that the body might 
have a power unto itself, I would remove all cognitive functioning (as best I could) from my 
attention at the moment and just let my body do the feeling. The best I can describe this 
activity is to say that I gave permission to my body to have authority over what came.

For example, by the second day I had given up on just generally sensing relaxed feel-
ings in my body. I started to place my attention on various specific parts of my body. I would 
sense, for example, my big toe on the left foot. I would keep it there until a feeling or image 
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or thought came along with that. Then I would shift my attention to, say, my stomach and 
hold it there. Again I would wait for something to come forth from that focus into a specific 
image or thought or feeling. I would do this a minimum of three times before I would pro-
ceed with bringing forth the question that Suzanne would have us Focus on. 

Then I would ask that body part: is this really what you want to give me? If I got a 
“no”, I would ask again. To explain what I mean, the second day of the sessions, the question 
before us was about the 8th step of the 12 Step Program for Alcoholic Addiction. That step 
asks us to make a list of the people in our lives that we have harmed through our addiction. 
I made my list. Then we were asked to go inside and ask how this was represented with the 
body. I asked my body which part I should ask about this. After I Focused on two parts of 
my body, my hands seemed to want to answer. I asked again. It remained my hands. So I 
put my conscious attention on them and ask if they had anything for me. I got a picture of 
a garden, my garden, with fruit trees. I saw all those I had hurt as fruit on the trees. Then 
Suzanne asked us to ask: What is the worst of this? I did. And the answer immediately came 
that I could pick them and they could die. She then asked: what does this need? I asked 
again. The answer was: Water, as love. My hands could water these trees. With that answer 
came a wave of feelings.

This mental “trick” is a bit challenging to describe. How do I use my mind and yet 
not have it in control? I don’t know how to do this, but I did. It has something to do with 
trust, again a mental attribute, but one that may have other possibilities that pertain to the 
body itself. I am confident that my body and mind do indeed have a connection that I was 
previously unaware of, and that can be attained through their mutual agreement. In this 
way I used my body to locate feelings, and my mind to focus attention to body parts, again 
allowing my body to give me feedback. A rather interesting cycle.

I found this ability to remove cognitive activity from my immediate attention as some-
thing quite new. I found it to be like a passive activity as opposed to something that I did 
actively with my mind. Yet I was able to focus my attention from some other source onto any 
small or exact part of my body. After a while it became fairly easy to feel each part of my 
body that called to me to do so. After Suzanne would give the group an assignment, such as 
feeling self-empathy, I could let my body call up feelings in whatever part of its structure it 
wanted. This led to the body doing the directing of my attention to specific parts of my body. 
I was quite amazed at this process. And it felt wonderfully empowering.

This new bodily talent then led to the second revelation that I had during the work-
shops: my body gave me something back for my mind to work with. As I began to trust my 
body to do this process, the images and results from the body’s feelings were easier and 
easier to express through mental images and actions. I found myself moving and expressing 
things from some place unfamiliar within me. What came out in the form of body responses 
were new to me, but I had the confidence to just “let it happen”. I found that these expressions 
were very grounding for me. They were easy to perform or demonstrate in the group.

One step in Suzanne’s process practice asked: what’s in the way of my tranquility? 
Going inside I found that my attention was drawn to my arms. They were incredibly heavy, 
as though I couldn’t raise them. Guided by Suzanne, I asked my arms: What’s the worst of 
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this? I received an image of lead scales on my arms. The scales were my fears. Again guided, 
I asked: What does this need? The answer was to turn the fear to love. And the body’s 
response was an image of scales turning to feathers upon which I could then fly. My arms 
rose, as though by themselves. They were light. This was all demonstrated spontaneously by 
me in the group. 

Quite unexpectedly, I found that, like dreams, my actions produced other sensations 
within me, and these evoked yet other associated feelings and insights. It was like a chain of 
reactions, one body movement leading to a new thought—leading to a new understanding. 
What an incredible associative process! What a wonderful opening!

While I had some idea of what Focusing was about, I must say that my experiences at 
these workshops was a breakthrough for me because of the trust that was created between 
my cognitive processes and my bodily feelings. The symbiotic relationship that was created 
is surely something that will remain with me always. Thank you, Focusing! And thank you, 
Suzanne!

Charles Jennings can be reached at: awake897@gmail.com
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It FIlls ItselF In:  
the Process of Growing from the Insecure Child into the Woman I Am

Anna Jongeleen, B.A.

This memoir, is about a session that was so important and powerful for me that I 
based a whole lesson on it. I called it, “It fills itself in” (one of the chapters of Gendlin’s FOT 
book). I am wanting here to express the amazement I felt (and still feel) regarding the totally 
transformative process that I experienced. 

Sometimes we have an experience in childhood that is lacking or empty—where 
something vitally important is ‘missing’. Unless that ‘emply place’ can be filled, we are left 
with a ‘wanting’ feeling. What’s needed is deep listening, allowing a process to unfold, and 
a re-opening to a new moving-forward-energy. When that re-opening occurs, the old ‘place’ 
never goes back to where it was before. There is no longer a ‘lacking’ feeling in there. Rather, 
it is full of life and in the now . . . and still unfolding . . . 

In this process, that I am about to describe, I listened to myself, and to the lacking 
place, and miraculously it got filled-in, transformed, changed forever. This place in me is 
now growing up, no longer feeling the ‘not-being-able-to small child’, but instead a grown-up 
woman, who is allowed to be just who she is, right here, right now.

selF sessIon, november 2011

I started this process with what we might call ‘blind typing’, i.e. sitting down with 
my hands on the computer keys and just allowing the process to flow out. The comments in 
brackets throughout the process are there in an attempt to clarify the steps taken, and my 
understanding of it. These comments were added afterwards going over the session again 
with a more analyzing attitude, hoping to enable the reader to understand the process at a 
deeper level. 

Something doesn’t feel right . . . 
I don’t feel good, inside.
There is stress, restlessness.
A harshness internally.
Noise in the head, many thoughts tumbling around in there.

There are so many things I need to do that the system becomes paralyzed. 
Not knowing where to start.
There is a feeling, an inner belief, that I won’t be able to do it all.
I cannot do it. (Identifying the belief, hearing the inner judging part.)
I see my mother, feel her presence.
She is pushing me
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Telling me all the ‘have to’s:
“You have to be strong. You have to succeed. You have to be kind. You have to be special. 
You have to behave. “

And at the same time I sense her weakness, her failure, her harshness, 
her frustration, her anger, her helplessness. (Seemingly two contradicting messages experi-
enced at the same time . . . )
Which one is true?
I feel like a failure. (It all comes down to one experience of failure, mine and hers.)
I never did it right or good enough.(My mother’s voice internalized.)
I could be much better than I am. (I search for the specific experience of a childhood lack . . . )
Something to do with feeling safe. Unconditional love maybe ? . . .  (as opposed to the condi-
tions my mother seemed to have for her love . . . )
Not sure yet . . . (giving it it’s time to unfold, to reveal itself)

It feels like a pressured hole inside the body . . . (sensing into the lack, in the bodily sensation 
of it). From chest to lower belly. Dark and murky.
Not much light in here.
It feels lonely, this place.
I ask for company . . .  (being on my own, I invite the protective, safe interaction to help me 
through).

An old man with a stick appears and sits down next to me on a rock. 
He smiles, his eyes are full of warmth.
It doesn’t feel enough . . . ( not yet safe enough).
Some of the loneliness is lifted . . . (there is a small relief).

Look inside, feel, what does it need, now? (Guiding myself.)

To be filled in with true love caring, being wanted just the way I am.
Who can meet this need?
I wait silently, patiently, still sensing the lonely space inside my body.
Still, nobody appears . . . 
I notice a mistrust pattern that is there to everyone that does appear. 
Something doesn’t let anybody really come inside.
It is afraid to be hurt, more.
It’s about trust. There is no trust. Not even for the most enlightened person on the planet.
( A profound realization of this trust issue, “there is nobody to trust”.)

Then I ‘see’ the old man again, still sitting next to me. (The interactive present supportive 
company . . . )
Standing up and reaching for my hand. (Suggesting a move in and toward accepting.)
We walk. A narrow path. He is leading me quietly. Slowly (no pushing, very accepting of 
what there is now).
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There is a give up, helpless feeling inside. (Surrendering happening and being with the
helplessness feeling, inside the lack.)
I thought that this inner state can never be changed. (Realizing the inner belief that
the lack is ‘me’, and thus cannot be changed, is always going to be there.) 
A stiffening around the empty lonely space. (The protective surviving pattern.)

“Where are you taking me?” (I internally ask the old man.)
“You’ll see”, the old man says.

Then sadness comes. 
I am walking through this beautiful place and am unable to notice any of it,
so tangled up within myself. (Noticing the gap between the outside and inside experience.)
I feel I am getting smaller again. A feeling of being a small helpless child.
That’s ok, he says without opening his mouth, just let it happen. Be that little child for now.
(Reassuring, letting the experience of the inner child happen, and being with it together.)

So there I am, as a little child, holding his hand, walking down the path.
There is a feeling that he’s taking care of me. (Protective, safe environment.) 
Something relaxes inside. I feel more fully how my hand is holding his
and how his hand is holding mine.
I feel my feet, walking. (Start of life force flow.)

Then we suddenly reach an open space. 
A green field, that seemingly has no end to it.
There is a little scariness inside. 
I hold on to his hand more tightly. (Interactive present reassurance.)
We just stand there, waiting, looking at the magnificent view. (Supporting pillar.)
The little girl and the old man.

Now, you go and sit in the middle, he says, and pushes me forward, gently. (Suggesting 
deepening.)
I look back, a little scared, receiving only warmth from his eyes, and some kind of certainty 
that I can just do that. 
(Reaffirming the ability, noticing the opposite feeling of the old man that says: 
“You do it !!” versus the inner belief, “I can not do it, I am not good enough.”)
So I turn back, look at the immense field and start walking. 
Step by step. To the middle of it.
I sense inside, still there is that empty space, alone, 
but around it there is more softness and a ‘doing it’ feeling. 
(Gently integrating the new can-do-it experience.)

I feel the soft grass under my bare feet, the warmth of the sun on my skin. Soothing. 
A gentle wind caressing my hair. (Inner supporting pillar.)
Then I feel that I have walked enough and sit down. (Resting point.)
I look back and see the old man waving, smiling. (Reassurance.)
(When the supporting, reassurance experience is filled enough the next step comes . . . )
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Then suddenly, my old study tutor appears. A large, big smiling woman. A mother from 
my elementary school. (The one that found me outside the class room, on one of the many 
occasions I was sent out with the label “too stupid to learn”.)

(She sat with me and taught me patiently and lovingly how to do the calculations. She 
supported me and stood up for me against the whole school system. I was her first student. 
After me, many more came. She ended up founding a supporting system for ‘different’ kids 
with learning disabilities all over schools in Holland. She is the one who answers the previ-
ous question: Who can meet this need?)

So there she is, right beside me, no, in front of me. Looking at me with a big smile.
I would like to call her ‘mama’. (Instead of my real mother, she feels more motherly to me 
at this moment.) 
Tears come . . .  (The lacking experience.)

Then I sense right in to her. Just feeling very vividly how her inner being has no doubt in 
my strength, or in my abilities, my beauty or intelligence. It is all just there. She just beams 
it out to me. (Sensing and allowing the organism to experience fulfillment of the need as it 
should have been.)

It is not a matter of belief, it is a certain knowing as a truth. (Implicitly, no doubt.)
She is holding my hands and just looking in to my eyes smiling.
A strong need to feel safe appears.
I crawl up onto her lap. She holds me in a big mothering way. I am totally hidden inside.
You can come here anytime you need to, she says. Wiping my tears and stroking my hair.
That feels like a real comfort. 

I again feel her non-doubt in me, her total trust in me. Through her I see myself growing into 
a tall, confident, light woman. There is a feeling of lightness inside. (Experiencing the filling 
in process as a true real, bodily experienced happening.) 

The empty space hasn’t disappeared, but is less dense and less big. Far less. (The first body 
shifts.)
I give her a last hug and start walking back, no longer a child but as the Woman I Am. 

Anna Jongeleen is a Certified Focusing and Child Focusing Professional. Working as a 
certified Holistic Focusing oriented Body Therapist and Creative Focusing oriented Child 
Counselor. Teaching Focusing Body Work and in training to teach Focusing basic course 
with Focusing Coordinators Ifat Eckstein and Anat Miron. B.A. in Arts. Currently living 
and working in Israel. 

She can be reached at: ajongeleen@yahoo.com

http://ajongeleen.wix.com/foct
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A SpontAneouS experience of focuSing 

Jocelyn Jacks Kahn 

After I first gulped down Ann Weiser Cornell’s book The Radical Acceptance of 
Everything, immediately the thought came: “This is what I have been looking for all my life, 
but I didn’t even realize it!” 

Later on, though, it came to me that there was an earlier time—about three decades 
ago—that I very explicitly began looking for what I finally found in Focusing. 

I began looking for it because of a spontaneous experience I had of Focusing long 
before I could have given that experience a name of any kind. 

the context

I had been married for about five years. For many years, beginning long before I was 
married, I tended to carry a sense of low-key depression. It was difficult for me to express 
anger. 

My husband and I were having difficulties, and we had decided to separate for a while 
in order to provide some space for each of us.

Then one night, we had a conversation in which it became clear it was time to go 
ahead and get divorced once and for all.

Something comeS

I was filled with a tremendous rage—a level of rage I had never allowed myself to feel 
before. I started shouting at him angrily. At one point he implied I was out of control and 
hysterical. This enraged me even more. 

This was not the Focusing part!

getting Bigger thAn WhAt comeS 

But I think it did begin here because my voice, while still loud, instantly became quite 
firm: “I am NOT shouting because I am hysterical. I am shouting because I am ANGRY.” 
At this point, as thunderously powerful as it was, I was no longer consumed by it. I was big-
ger than the anger. There was me, and there was this powerful feeling inside me that I was 
allowing to be here.
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the felt SenSe DevelopS

My husband left. I sat down at the top of the building stairway leading up to our 
apartment. It was nighttime, and it was dark. Sitting there, I became aware of a downward 
sensation. I felt this downward movement deep inside my lower belly. Down, down, down. 

Being With 

I cannot remember precisely now the entire sensation of the anger. What I can remem-
ber even now was the sensation of falling downward. There was a depth and fullness to this 
sensation. Not plummeting downward out of control, but moving downward the way an 
elevator in a 200-story building might move if it were plunging down from the 200th floor 
to the basement with no stops in between. 

I was observing this moving downward, as well as feeling the full intensity of it. I 
was there with this elevator-moving-downward-very-fast feeling in my belly. I would not 
describe this movement as deliberate.

What was deliberate was allowing this moving downward intensity to be there, just 
exactly as it was, even if there was also a feeling that it might never stop until it was “too late.”

One reason that I have never thought that being “Present” with a feeling had anything 
to do with “toning it down” is that this was not a toned down feeling. I had no idea what 
would happen when the elevator hit bottom, and I was determined to stay with it, feeling that 
intense downward sensation, from beginning to end, no matter what.

I was being with it on its downward trajectory, feeling it, watching it. I did not feel 
one bit removed from the experience—and at the same time, there was a sense that I had the 
power to stop it at any point. 

There, alone, at the top of the stairs, I steadily sat with this ANGER. 

Something elSe ShoWS up

Now something else comes: a voice with a worried, hand-wringing quality to it. It 
says, “You know, you really shouldn’t get so angry. You’ll hurt his feelings—he can’t help 
what he feels.” 

A response comes: “And. I. Don’t. Care. I’m ANGRY.” 

“You know, if you get too angry, you might have to leave and then you’ll be all 
alone . . . ” “And. I. Don’t. Care. I’m ANGRY.” 

I don’t know how long this inner conversation went on—something in me had this 
feeling that bad things would happen to me if I allowed myself to feel this ANGER. And 
the response from the angry place was always the same. “And. I. Don’t. Care. I’m ANGRY.”
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Finally, the hand-wringing voice came up with what I knew was its last-ditch effort—
the worst possible thing it could think of that would without doubt happen if I kept feeling 
this ANGER (although I cannot fathom at this point in my life why this felt so terrible at the 
time): “If you don’t stop being angry, you’ll have to leave everyone you know and go home 
to your mother and live there for the rest of your life, and never, ever leave . . . ”

At this point, there was a sense that quite soon now, if I kept allowing myself to FEEL 
this anger, I would hit bottom—whatever that might be.

The response came: “And. I. Don’t. Care. I’m ANGRY.”

And hit bottom I did.

trAnSforming, All By itSelf

“Bottom” had both a feeling and an image to it of having fallen into an endless dark, 
inky, underground cavern, whose bottom was covered with a dark, inky underground sea, 
with a full, impossible moon above. 

I had been reading a book by the Indian sage Sri Nisargadatta, and a phrase came to 
me from that book that described what I was now sensing with my whole being: “the dark 
silent sea of Love.”

“Hitting” was a sense of my bottom touching down ever so gently onto a 1/2 inch 
cushion of air, just above the Dark Sea of Love—and then beginning a slow, billowy upward 
ascent. 

Up, up, up. A feeling came as if I were a feather floating upward on an impossibly 
soft, billowy wind. I continued floating up, up, up... I was allowing myself to be lifted by it. 

i cArry the SituAtion Differently 

I don’t know how much time had passed—it could not be more than 20 minutes, if 
that. Nothing had changed in my actual marriage situation in that little bit of time! But I now 
related to it altogether differently. 

My heart was completely filled with love. I now felt that if my husband and I ended 
up reuniting, it would be wonderful. And if we went on with the divorce, I still loved my 
husband and wanted him to be happy. And hey, wouldn’t it be wonderful to explore other 
relationships!

This experience continued to unfold over several weeks, or perhaps it was several 
months.

AlloWing thingS to Be AS they Are 

Sadness would come. I would experience the down, down, down sensation. I would 
wordlessly sense it in my body, this sad feeling, so soft and full, and at the same time with 
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a spaciousness all around. I knew that it was because my husband and I had decided to get 
divorced that this beautiful and delicious sadness was here. 

Inevitably, there would come a point where the downward feeling would shift and a 
sensation of billowy soft rising would begin. It felt blissful. I enjoyed that, too! 

During this time, these billowy soft downward and upward experiences alternated. I 
went to work, came home, ate, slept and enjoyed this fullness of feeling, this fullness of life. 

Each episode would be a little less intense, a bit softer than the last, and would last not 
quite as long. At some point, it gradually evened out into a simple openness to the fullness 
of life. 

Eventually, my “normal” way of being in the world reasserted itself to a large degree. 
Unconscious and half-conscious reflexes of shutting down of feeling occurred. However, I 
had now experienced a new possibility for a very different way of being in the world.

the SeArch BeginS

I knew that this blessing of an experience had come to me spontaneously because I 
had come to a point of extremity in my life that was deep and sharp enough to cut through 
my defenses against feeling. 

I came to wish there was some way I could learn to allow myself to feel what was 
there just as it was, without my shutting-down reflexes kicking in—not just once every few 
decades when I reached a point of extremity! 

It was nearly 30 years later that I came across The Radical Acceptance of Everything. 
And although my search may have gone underground in my psyche, I instantly recognized 
what I had been searching for through the decades as I read. 

I had been searching for a way to learn how to “do” this fearless dropping down into 
the unknown with my experience, staying with it long enough for it to fully unfold. 

At last, I had found it. 

But it was that first experience of spontaneous Focusing that laid the groundwork for 
a deep, fearless knowing in my body that way down there, at the bottom of even the most 
intense and profound rage—as long as I can allow myself to stay with it, just as it is—lies 
that Dark Silent Sea of Love. 

Jocelyn Jacks Kahn is a Certified Inner Relationship Focusing Trainer. She teaches Focus-
ing classes at Zen Garland Community in Airmont, New York and offers guided Focus-
ing sessions for individuals in Hawthorne, New Jersey. In addition, she offers classes and 
guided sessions via telephone. She is also currently studying Wholebody Focusing with 
Kevin McEvenue and Karen Whalen. 

For more information, please contact Jocelyn at jocelynkahn@gmail.com or visit her web-
site at www.JocelynJacksKahn.com 
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Living On in—My First FOcusing sessiOn

Jo Kennedy

“Are you sure? You only want the Focusing?” There is a moment . . . An oddness to 
be sitting in this kind of intimate situation across from a stranger whom I had found on the 
internet. “Yes,” I nod uncomfortable. “I don’t want the therapy; I really just want to learn 
Focusing.” Neatly dressed, in a tidy kind of way with lipstick and hairdo, she smiles reassur-
ingly at me from her chair opposite. “You can close your eyes if you would like to.” I look 
across at her, I am unsure. 

I have been sick with cancer; the doctors now say the cancer is gone. In theory, I 
should be feeling okay again, but I’m always tired, an ever present lingering exhaustion; it’s 
as if my body is not firing properly. I have spent a fortune on doctors, naturopaths, acupunc-
ture . . . everything I can think of to get myself back to where I was before I had cancer, but 
nothing is changing. I am in limbo land. She is waiting for me to do something. It’s easier 
not to look. I close my eyes. 

I originally read that Focusing was useful in relation to difficult material that came 
up in meditation. It sounded interesting. I thought maybe it could connect me back to my 
health. I did an online search and after ‘fossicking’ (a term for amateur prospecting!) finally 
came across a counsellor in Melbourne who mentioned that she did Focusing as part of her 
practice. I had her number for a few months before I gathered up my courage to the sticking 
place and rang her. 

Her voice is soothing, and my awareness gently moves inside. I feel the connection 
of my feet with the floor, my toes, the soles of my feet in my shoes. I can feel the chair and 
where it pushes into my back. It is one of those chairs that every time you sit in it you think 
you should get rid of it, pass it on, maybe leave it out on the nature strip for someone else 
to pick up. But, of course, it is not my chair and people would talk, if after the session, I 
went and put it on the nature strip. I am already getting sidetracked. Her voice gently pulls 
me back. 

“You might want to take your awareness inside and notice what’s there. Maybe start 
to become aware of your throat, notice what’s there and how that feels, in your chest . . . your 
stomach . . . ” 

I know how to do this. I have been doing this turning my-awareness-inside for a long 
time. I was invited to take an initiation ceremony with a Transcendental Meditation teacher 
when I was in first year high school. I was asked to bring a white handkerchief, a piece of 
fruit and a flower, and in return I was initiated and given a secret mantra. It was all so exotic 
to a 14-year-old kid from the country. It was like embarking on some special kind of life. 

Guide: “So just noticing what is there.”
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Me:  I look around . . . “It’s dark . . . ” Silence

Guide:  “You might like to describe what’s there . . . ”

Me:  I don’t know what to say. It’s just black . . . there’s nothing there . . . There is silence. I 
guess she really wants me to say something . . . “It’s dark” . . . I mumble.

Guide: “Oh, it’s dark” . . . she says . 

Me:  “Yeah . . . ” I peer into it. It’s kind of like trying to see inside a room at night when 
there are no lights on. 

Guide: “Can you describe it?”

Me:  “It’s black.” I start to see the outline of something, the shape of something. There 
is something there. I kind of have to squint. This doesn’t really make sense as I am 
not using my eyes to see . . . but that’s what it feels like. I’m tentative . . . “It looks like 
something rolled up.”

Guide:  She reflects, “There’s something rolled up . . . ” 

Me:  “Yeah . . . ” I stare into the black . . . Silence. It is becoming more distinct or my eyes are 
adjusting. There really is something there. Very intrigued now I report, “It looks like 
a carpet.”

Guide:  “There’s a carpet there . . . ” 

Me:  “Yeah, a carpet . . . It’s rolled up . . . ”

Guide: “So there’s a carpet and it’s rolled up . . . ”

Me:  I am kind of transfixed now, staring intensely at this thing that is completely still. 
It’s like the edge of something . . . like a . . .  “It looks like there’s something in it.” It is 
hard to kind of get it . . . kind of hard to see. Then my body flinches. A feeling of dread 
sweeps through me. I gasp, “It’s . . . ” Suddenly I want to get away, scrambling for 
distance . . . There is a dead body lying there. A shock runs through me. A dead body. 
I am horrified. I feel myself floundering. I am not going to tell her. I’m thinking fast. 
If I tell her that there’s a dead body inside me, she’ll think I need therapy! My mind is 
kind of panicking. What is that dead body doing in there? God.

 There is a shock and a wanting to get as far away from it as possible. Another voice 
comes in. “Tell her, Jo. You’ve paid your money.” Just tell her there’s a dead body  
there. I take a deep breath, screw my courage to the sticking place. My voice is kind 
of shaky . . . “It looks like there is a dead body there.” 

 The very moment the words come out of my mouth things start to change and speed 
up. It all starts to unfold at once as if its unpacking itself; it is hard to say it in words but 
it’s like the lights turn on . . . the room is suddenly bright and flooded with light . . . the 
carpet unrolls revealing itself as an intricately patterned Persian rug. The dead body 
elegantly jumps up . . . it is like a light body, sort of a blue purplish silhouette. It starts 
to dance, very much alive and full of joy. It dances across the carpet and then looks 
back at me knowingly before disappearing off into the distance. 
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 When it is gone all that’s left is a big beautiful red carpet and a room full of scintillat-
ing clear light. I am astonished . . . what is left is a big open space with clarity. 

 I can’t remember what I said to her after that. I can’t remember what she said to me. I 
left the session kind of ‘odded out’—if there is such an expression—really not know-
ing what had just happened. I felt good, but didn’t really understand it at all. 

The experience was so different, I didn’t quite know where to put it. It, however, 
seemed to find ways of connecting to, and further unfolding in me. 

As I walked out of the office and down the street, I remembered the moment the doc-
tor had told me I had cancer. I was sitting up in a hospital bed, a thick, heavy tear emerged 
from my eye, hung there suspended on my eyelashes until its own weight pulled it slowly 
down my cheek. I wiped the tear away and didn’t shed another. In that moment a decision 
was made, I am not going to die now. I have a child. I will not leave him alone. I will fight. 
I’m not going to let the cancer get me. I will fight this with everything I have. 

I made it my mission to conquer the cancer. My will was intense, and I pointed it at 
the cancer like an arrow. I thought of myself as a warrior, like Arjuna, looking into the eye 
of the bird, in the Mahabarata. He aimed his arrow, and everything else dropped away as he 
saw only the eye. I had spent years as a meditator, and I was going to put that discipline to 
good use. 

And really, to make a long story short, I fought the good fight. I was lucky and the 
cancer did have the grace to leave. And I was grateful. However, what I had not taken into my 
warrior-like-calculations and had not really understood, was that there was grief there, too, 
living in my body. My own body’s grief at the possibility of death was real and alive. This 
thought had not occurred to me and was not something that I had ever read about, but here it 
was showing up in my Focusing session and clearly needing to be acknowledged.

What I got that day was that my body was grateful to me for listening to it in this 
way. It was grateful for my turning toward it. I didn’t really understand until then how 
grateful a body could be, but within a week my body really started to regain its strength and 
vitality. Within a few weeks I felt completely different physically, and I had regained my 
pre-cancer energy. 

It was kind of astonishing to me that in this one hour session my health could so 
miraculously turn around. The result was palpable and real. I had energy again and could 
resume yoga and other activities. It gave me great happiness to have my self back. 

What I didn’t know about Focusing back then was that the meaning of a Focusing 
session often unfolds itself in its own time and in its own way. Sometimes meaning becomes 
clear in the session, sometimes straight after the session, and sometimes it unfolds itself in 
an ongoing way. Gene Gendlin coined the phrase ‘Living on In’, and this phrase describes 
my process well. There is an interactive aliveness that connects to the whole thing, the 
process itself is ongoing unending aliveness. 
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And this is how it has been for me. I had lived most of my adult life as an actor and 
travelled around a lot. One thing I would take with me when I moved from house to house 
was a red Persian rug. On arrival in yet another house it would be instantaneously turned into 
a home by rolling out the red Persian carpet. So the meaning of the carpet unrolling across 
the floor was unambiguous. It showed me I had come home. I had arrived where I belonged. 
After this first session it took me quite a bit of time to process what had happened—I didn’t 
feel the need to immediately return and have another session. 

In retrospect, it was interesting to me that I didn’t feel the need to rush back, but 
instead, took the time to kind of let it slowly sink in. 

I later joined a small Focusing group and continued slowly to get more involved. 
I took Ann Weiser Cornell’s four level classes and received such incredible benefit that I 
took the next step and undertook the teacher training with Ann. At the time I was working 
as a director in Film and Television and teaching Focusing was not part of my life plan; I 
thought of it more as a way of having more Focusing in my life. However, when I finished 
the training and following my felt sense, as Ann suggested, I found that things just naturally 
unfolded. An opportunity came up and I took a room in a Wellbeing center in Melbourne 
and set myself up as a Focusing teacher. My room is small, full of light and has a beautiful 
Persian rug on the floor. Strange but true. 

My work as a Focusing teacher expands each year, as I get more involved in sharing it 
in Australia. I have more recently been learning Wholebody Focusing with Kevin McEvenue 
and am currently training with Karen Whalen as a co-ordinator. All of this unfolding started 
from that very first session 10 years ago and is still unfolding—for me and in me—and 
clearly has brought me to my new home as a Focusing teacher.

I would be remiss not to mention here another out-of-the-blue ( I prefer left of field) 
aspect of what happened. When I first came across Ann’s book, The Power of Focusing, I 
was struck by the picture on the cover. The figure was identical to the figure that had at first 
appeared as a dead body in my first Focusing session!—the body that danced off across 
the carpet in joy. I had never seen this image before, but there it was inside me and on the 
cover of Ann’s book. Maybe co-incidence, but certainly significant, and carrying a seem-
ingly unending meaning with it. Even as I write this, I sense inside and have the feeling of 
the unfolding of that session connecting to the writing of these words. It is here inside me, 
Living On In, like a river that has no end. It is here with me all the time. I am so grateful. 

Jo Kennedy offers one to one sessions on skype/phone/in person, Level one to four Inner 
Relationship training Wholebody sessions, and Professional Development workshops. 

Contact: Focusingaustralia@gmail.com

0418141870 Melbourne Australia: www.focusingaustralia.com
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The Bigger PicTure

Nada Lou

“They cut my back with scissors nana. They shouldn’t have done that!” This is what 
my grandson Dwight said when he woke up after life-saving surgery at the age of 6. I 
responded that they had to do that to make him healthy again. He insisted almost in anger, 
“They shouldn’t have done that.” I heard his felt sense—this is not something that should 
have been done to his body. I agreed, “No, this should have not been done to you.” He dozed 
off to more sleep. 

This happened 12 years ago. He had had chickenpox, which lead into viral complica-
tions that caused a meningitis-like infection. 

Dwight and I were and are still very close. I was in his life daily since he was one 
hour old—I babysat most of the week, often keeping him overnight, and together with John, 
his grandfather, went on summer holidays away from home. His chickenpox came suddenly 
during a trip with his parents, and by the time they arrived home, we tried to keep his high 
temperature under control. 

In my Focusing life that was the time when the Focusing Discussion list was fully 
engaged in a topic about the benefits of “Tapping” (EFT). I tried to tap lightly with my two 
fingers between the eyebrows on his forehead. It helped; he fell asleep, and the temperature 
subsided slightly along with the help of medication. By the next morning, he started feeling 
a stiffness around his neck, and we knew he had to be taken to a doctor, who when he saw 
him, sent him directly to Children’s Hospital. We did not know why he was so hurriedly sent 
to hospital and so quickly admitted without any waiting. He was immediately quarantined, 
being viewed as highly contagious. His mother, with his six-month old baby brother and me, 
called his father and grandfather to come quickly. 

Our fear watching our previously healthy and very active boy become so sick and 
immobile was overwhelming. I felt a sudden shock and deep crying inside, hoping that doc-
tors and nurses around us could help. Could I even Focus?? Hardly. Could I pray? Yes, but 
it felt more like a desperate acknowledgment of helplessness than a prayer of strong faith. 

Within hours Dwight was prepared for a very delicate and possibly life threatening 
operation. The x-rays showed that he had infectious pus on his spine. His father and I stayed 
in hospital, while the rest of the family went home. His breastfeeding mother and baby 
needed to be protected from being exposed to contagious conditions.

Sitting in the waiting room with my son (Dwight’s father), it seemed as if the opera-
tion lasted eternally. I tried to stay positive and support my son in his panic and horror. 
But thoughts of the worst outcome continued invading us both. I fought the ideas that were 
creeping in on me about the doctor coming out of the operating room and saying some-
thing like “We lost him.” My hand went gently to my jumping stomach accepting the sense 
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of overwhelming fear. Acknowledging the appropriateness of the fearful situation, some 
deeper calm entered inside of me. I did not have any idea of the outcome, I did not know the 
answers, there was no promise of anything, but the tranquil peace became the main feeling. 
It was as if something was taken away from me and replaced by calm. My prayers became 
more soothing. I started to feel the presence of something bigger than myself taking care of 
all of us—Dwight and all who were taking active role in caring for him. We were doing the 
best that we could at that very moment. I asked for help and allowed the higher power to do 
‘Its’ share. 

We discovered subsequently that the doctor who operated on Dwight was a top Cana-
dian spinal surgeon, who happened to be in Montreal. When the doctor finally came out 
of the operating room, he was very self-possessed and understanding about our stressful 
moments, and he took his valuable time to explain everything in detail and answer any 
questions we needed to know. He told us that he had good news after the operation. The 
pus filled pouch that could have caused meningitis had actually settled beside the spine in a 
self-contained pocket, and had not broken into spinal cord. Therefore the infection was con-
tained and did not enter any further into Dwight’s body. The pouch was surgically removed. 
Dwight had about 16 stitches in the middle of his little back. 

With the sense of some relief for us, Dwight was rolled into the intensive care unit for 
the night. His father and I decided to look into the best ways to take turns accompanying 
him, for what—for sure—was going to be a prolonged stay in the hospital. He was imme-
diately put on strong antibiotics, but the search for the right kind of antibiotic was a small 
setback at the beginning of his healing process. 

Recuperation in the hospital took a few weeks. At the beginning he was immobile, on 
painkillers, and on high dosages of antibiotics. His fever had to be controlled by medication 
and his recuperation moved slowly. We took daily and overnight shifts of being with him.

During that time I began to notice a difference in my inner state of life. It was a gift to 
me that I was able and free to be with him and assist him in his healing process. He would 
ask sometimes “nana tap”—meaning to give him pain relief by gentle tapping between his 
eyebrows. He would ask me to scratch his nose or face, because he was not able to do that, 
and also afraid to move his arms. It took him long time to trust that he could actually dare 
to move at all. As he was falling asleep, I would put my hand lightly on where the cut on his 
back was and just keep it there. I prayed that his healing could be helped by God, and that it 
could come through my hand deeply into his body and consciousness. I knew, in that way, 
that he could receive my love and God’s love. The calm peace that I received earlier was 
continuously present to me. Somehow I knew what to do and how to be with him. 

As the days went on Dwight began to be more alert. Before he became sick, like most 
kids then, he was tuned into the then popular movie “Star Wars”. One day, as he wanted 
some help from me, I thought he might be ready to start moving a bit so, I reminded him 
about how Obi-Wan Kenobi encouraged Luke Skywalker to “use the Force, Luke”. With all 
his energy and courage, Dwight began to move his arms first, and later his legs and neck.

Dwight was under constant observation day and night by nurses. During one of my 
night shifts, when I was still worried and needing reassurance, a most unusual coincidence 
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happened. The night nurse came to take care of Dwight and said to me, “I am Maria. Do you 
remember me?” I didn’t in the dark room.

She said, “I am Vani’s daughter.” This statement felt as though an angel had come to 
take care of both Dwight and me. To give you the full sense of significance—Vani, an Italian 
car mechanic, is the owner of a local garage who took care of my cars ever since I moved 
to Canada in 1969. He was always very helpful, gave me a lot of advice about what to look 
for when I bought new cars, was always ready to tow me out of snow banks, enlightened 
my ignorance around the mechanical problems and more. I could trust Vani like my family. 
When my son, Dwight’s father, became old enough to drive, Vani found good secondhand 
cars and charged a minimal amount for repairs and flat tires. Vani’s daughter, now grown 
up, became a nurse and was working part time in Children’s Hospital and happened to be on 
duty that night. The coincidence of her presence at that particular night took me deep into 
my own psyche with surprise and gratitude. 

This is when the huge shift happened inside me. Words will be difficult to carry the 
experience, but I will try to convey the change that brought about such a permanent impact 
on me.

Suddenly all the events of this situation became perceivable and observable to me—
all at once! All of the coincidences became palpable . . . present, all at the same time: The 
extraordinary doctor specialist who happened to be on duty when Dwight needed opera-
tion, the way the right kind of antibiotic was chosen, the nurse who felt like an angel, my 
availability to take significant amount of time to be with him, the home situation with baby 
needing to be protected from infection, the “use the force, Luke” that was appropriately 
transliterated to Dwight, his grandfather’s encouragement to me that being in hospital with 
Dwight was the only right place for me to be at this time, the prior closeness between Dwight 
and me provided security for him to let his body slowly heal itself with support of my being 
there, his father spending hours with him, his mother finding time away from baby to take 
her important turns. 

At once, I just had this manifestation of knowledge that I am not alone in this, and 
that these intricate interactions of events was not accidental. Something bigger than me was 
coordinating the events and situations. Right people (including me), right medicine, right 
circumstances, all created a situation in which Dwight was taken care of and being healed. 

I called this insight “The Bigger Picture”. I was not alone in it, but without me, it 
would have been very different. I had played an important part in it. The words that came 
were, “I am part and participant in a Bigger Picture.” I could physically and mentally grasp 
what was going on.

This insight really changed my life significantly. As life progressed after this event, 
life brought with it other complicated situations. Initially I struggled alone to act appropri-
ately. But then the embodied experience of the sense of “The Bigger Picture” emerges. I 
am given again the gift of experiencing, seeing, grasping, comprehending interacted and 
interwoven elements of the whole event. It is an experience of unseparated multiplicity of 
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the whole—that I can touch and see pieces of—and the way they are woven together. It may 
be a different event, but the sense of ‘the whole’ is unmistakable. 

Nada Lou is a Focusing Institute Coordinator and Thinking at the Edge Teacher. She lives 
in Montreal, Canada. She can be reached at: 

nadalou@nadalou.com and www.nadalou.com 

Phone: (450) 692-9339

mailto:nadalou@nadalou.com
http://www.nadalou.com
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An Inner-DIrecteD LIfe AwAkens!

Kevin McEvenue, Focusing Coordinator

I was reluctant to accept this invitation to share that moment in life that was vitally 
important to my transformation. I had mixed feelings as I recalled these moments because 
I felt they were private between me and my own sense of spirituality and my connection to 
something more than me. I also did not want to imply that these moments of transformation 
only happened because I Focused. I didn’t want my experience to have to fit some kind of 
Focusing modality. 

Those were the thoughts that came first, and I know myself well enough to know that 
saying NO is my first reaction to any invitation. But if I stay with the felt sense of all of it, 
long enough, more comes, and more did come. What kept coming back to me was a Focusing 
moment that happened October 5, 1989, which I named at that time “The Turning Point of 
My Life Experienced”.

I keep a very detailed journal. I began to journal in May, 1974 when I made a major 
shift in my life at that time. I changed careers from one that offered great wealth to one that 
offers no wealth at all! I wanted to take full responsibility for my apparent insanity in case 
something happened to me, and I didn’t want my family to feel blame for what I had chosen 
as a new path in my life. So, of course I wrote down my experience of October 5, 1989! Here 
it is, word for word, copied from the original document without editing.

PERSONAL FOCUS October 5, 1989

THE TURNING POINT OF MY LIFE EXPERIENCED.

As I went down into myself in a loving way, it came to me once again to let go of Gendlin’s 
Focusing steps for now and just be with my own knowing of how to be with myself.

I asked myself . . . 

“Where is the life within me right now?”

And when I was able to sense something stirring and coming more alive within me, it came 
to me to say . . . 

“BEHOLD, THIS IS MY LOVER.”

I realized all at once that the life force as experienced within me in this way, now coming 
more alive because of the attention I am giving it, is my lover!

At that moment I sensed my life had changed for all time. It is a paradigm shift. My whole 
life has been changed thereby.
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“Behold my lover; the life I feel inside me is my lover! The life I feel inside me is me, and 
also more than me as it has a life and purpose and direction all its own. It is there to direct 
me, to guide me and above all to love me.”

I also sense that this is what the Christ is all about. The lover is now within and he is God! 
My job is to become aware of His presence inside of me and honour that presence.

And then I connected with what Ruth was going through yesterday, the unveiling of her own 
Child within. The Child within is Ruth but more than Ruth, a Child infused with Ancient 
Light. And Catharine, just wanting to be with and savour that which is a sense of herself 
within right now.

THIS IS THE TURNING POINT as Vince termed it yesterday.

And, as I realized this my heart swelled up in gratitude for being given this wonderful gift 
of Life. The sense of the gift of life comes first, the insight next. The insight to; 

BEHOLD THIS LIFE; THIS IS THE LOVER I HAVE ALWAYS WANTED!

I realized this came out of my feelings for Kim, first in the night focus, then the telephone 
and then the choice to focus now out of my love and care for him.

I sense this INSIGHT: “BEHOLD THE LIFE HE IS MY LOVER, is now the essence of 
all RELATIONSHIP for me RELATIONSHIP WITH MYSELF, MY FRIENDSHIP WITH 
OTHERS AND MY WORK ITSELF. 

Today, this is October 14, 2012, just over 23 years later! When I look back to my 
journal at that time, I included Journal writings from September 29, 1989 through October 
14, 1989 to give a context for this Turning Point in my life. I was amazed to see the connec-
tions between what was happening around and in me and what came to me in this Focusing 
session. It was there already and I didn’t know it! Obviously, this session touched me deeply 
and the operative word was’ touched’. I had no idea of how powerfully such a Focusing ses-
sion would affect my life.

All I can say is that the insight and the bodily experience that came to me that October 
5, 1989 created a pathway, a direction that would transform my life over an extended period 
in very specific directions that were in keeping with this original experience. Because I keep 
a Journal, I could document the many “strings or facets” that evolved out of this original 
experience. It is hard to put this into words; I seemed to become more and more the person 
I was meant to be in so many different ways, ways I could never have imagined at the time. 
This process is still going on, and will probably continue until the day I die. 

It is as if I came to know myself in a whole new way when I accepted the bodily 
experience of these words, “BEHOLD THIS LIFE; THIS IS THE LOVER I HAVE ALWAYS 
WANTED!” This is the power of Focusing. This is the power of allowing a ‘felt sense’ of 
what is happening in me to move my life forward way beyond what I could possibly have 
imagined. I have the documentation testifying over many years to the power of this kind of 
experiencing, intention and consent. I want to emphasize the words ‘giving consent’ because 
consent is essential to transformation itself. I call this form of engagement ‘participatory 
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spirituality’. Finally, I realize the difference between what is wanted and what I think I want, 
something I always struggle with. 

Today, the nature of my work, the nature of my desire to connect with others, comes 
from this new experience of self, the self that feels loved from something inside me. I am 
not always in awareness of this. I so easily forget this inner wisdom when triggered in my 
woundedness. However, when I consciously connect with another person, this sense of the 
loved self seems to come through me and connect with others. Suddenly I realize the mean-
ing behind the paradox, “It is in giving that you receive.” Something in me, the life in me, 
seems to connect with the life in others in a way that often allows the other person to feel 
grounded and supported in the whole situation between us. When they can feel this grounded 
support, and also feel safe with me, they seem to come alive inside with a new experience of 
who they are and their possibilities. They often feel as though they can stand on their own 
two feet and able to be with life’s challenges with renewed confidence. Then it seems like the 
life awakened in them touches the life in me and reminds me that I too am alive, that I too, 
am loved. What a wonderful gift to each other when we can connect in this way.

I want to say it has been a gradual and challenging process. It has been a process that 
has had many bumps along the way as those wounded parts in me needed to come out and 
be seen for what they are and how they have served my life honourably. This is part of a 
journey, to make room for those parts of me that I would prefer were not there, and to realize 
they too have a place in me, as part of me, and to love them too. This acceptance of self the 
way I am rather than the way I would want myself to be, has enabled me to accept the same 
in others. This is a rocky road, hard work at times, and yet I want to grow further in this 
direction, to accept myself the way I am, and accept you the way you are. I love this quote 
from the philosopher Teilhard de Chardin, “A person grows as a person in connection with 
another person and in no other way.”

My way of Focusing has changed so dramatically since that turning point moment 
back in October 1989. So much happened in that year. I became a Focusing Trainer. I attended 
the first International Focusing Conference in Chicago; I met the person that I would fall in 
love with. I didn’t know love until I felt this embodied experience from inside, “BEHOLD, 
THIS IS MY LOVER.” It simply was not there in me. The way I Focus continues to change, 
with emphasis expanding to include more and more. First, the emphasis was on whole body 
grounded presence, to give me a strong sense of “me here,” supported by the environment. 
From this grounded place, I began to have the space inside me to make room for you, just the 
way you are. I like to call this piece ‘heartfelt connection’, leading to heartfelt conversation 
or simply, communication. I also realize this healing journey is mine, a gift to me, because 
I need it the most, and then from me to you if you so desire. 

More and more I realize that whatever is going on in me is met outside of me, in the 
world, to challenge, support and strengthen this very thing that is happening inside me and 
now from outside. It seems like the inner world and the outer world come together towards a 
healthier, more whole way of being me in the world. I welcome all of that. This is what it is 
to live an inner-directed life and I welcome that. The turning point that began all those years 
ago continues to turn. Amen.
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A TrAnsformATive focusing session:  
Birthing in the Presence of Technology

Zehorith Mitz

In April 1994 I gave birth to my first son in one of the local hospitals. The doctor 
claimed the umbilical cord was wrapped around my baby and wouldn’t let him out, thus 
necessitating that a vacuum machine be used. We were both harmed to the extent that we 
needed to stay in the hospital for a week instead of 3 days. My baby’s skull was deformed 
by the pressure of the vacuum machine, and I had many stitches that needed attending to as 
there was no time for a controlled incision. 

When we left the hospital and for a long time after, I thought we were saved by the 
medical staff and technology. At that time I chose to write about my thoughts and feelings 
hoping to gain a sense of relief and a better understanding of the birthing process.

The following narrative is an excerpt of my journal—narrative one:

April 1994

“When I arrived in the birthing room of my local hospital, I was in an advanced stage of 
labor. At the last possible moment the anesthesiologist arrived and gave me an epidural 
injection. Minutes later I lost all sensations in the lower part of my body. All of a sudden 
I could no longer hear the monitor . . . Everything happened so fast, my husband called the 
medical staff; we were connected to a vacuum machine. I tried to continue pushing, and I 
did—the baby was out, but the umbilical cord was wrapped around his right shoulder. He 
was placed briefly on my stomach then was taken away quickly. I remained for hours in one 
of the rooms undergoing medical procedures.”

As time passed, the thoughts I had about us being saved by the medical staff and 
technology were accompanied by a growing bodily sense of unease, a troubling feeling that 
I had experienced before, a feeling which was similar to the bodily sense I had after I was 
involved in three car accidents, and after the death of my father.

Each time a friend was going through the process of birthing, even if all went well, 
a burning sense emerged as if I was in flames. I couldn’t find a routine or daily activity to 
extinguish these flames, as they probably were related to my own process of giving birth.

The more I tried to make-sense-of and interpret what happened during the birth expe-
rience, the more frustrated I became. My flames were aggravating. It seemed that the effort 
of attending to my memories by posing questions to myself contributed to a dead-end feeling.

I found myself torn between believing in the idea that we were saved by the medical 
staff and technology, and an opposing dramatic physical unease that wouldn’t let go inside 
of me. My whole being was in a struggle.
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As I was under the influence of the socially constructed beliefs in the power of medi-
cine, my thoughts justified the goal of ‘saving lives at all expenses’, but my body just wouldn’t 
accommodate these thoughts; it wanted to give voice to a different experience.

I was looking for a mode of existence that could ease this struggle of opposing forces. 
In choosing Focusing, which is interaction, I sensed that something more might be revealed. 

The second narrative is an excerpt of a Focusing session:

August 2009

I’m listening with great intent to the sound of the monitor. 

This sound is the only indication of my contractions and my child’s pulse.

I’m breathing and trying to allow my child to come out.

I feel sadness coming up and with it the words “give-up” and then “eternity”.

Pain fills the right side of my chest and moves further up. From that point a line connects it 
to the right side of my uterus.

It’s a severe power struggle.

I continue breathing so he can come out.

Slowly his head emerges.

I’m happy to see him. 

I see my husband cutting the umbilical cord.

I feel joy, relief and some weakness.

The pain in my chest alters.

I greet Dor as he’s lying on my stomach.

I note his fetus-like appearance.

I feel I know his presence as he looks at me. With this I feel an opening in my chest.

We are together but apart.

I experience the physical tear in my body mending. 

Healing.

My tears flow.

Violence at the birth of life.1 

1  I’d like to thank Dr. A. Perlstein for her presence during this session
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Through this Focusing session it felt like I was walking in a dried canyon, stepping on 
a familiar path, a path that should have been taken, while a stopped process of harmonious 
joint efforts of mother and fetus through the process of birthing was finally flowing again.

During that transformational Focusing session, I experienced a crucial shift that 
resolved the agony of my intensely divided mind and body. Finally my body had an oppor-
tunity to give voice to how the birthing of my son should have been—dynamic, emotional, 
painful, cooperative, joyously opening, violent, and ultimately healing. My body’s revelation 
has helped me escape from an imprisoning narrative about the power of medicine into an 
affirming confidence in the complex harmony of the birth experience. My body’s narrative 
freed me to live forward.

Zehorith Mitz was formerly a scientist, then an independent scholar. She studied Focusing 
with Dr. Atsmaout Perlstein, as well as with Ruth Hirsch in Israel.

She recently became a graduate student at the Science, Technology and Society graduate 
program at Bar Ilan University, Ramat Gan, Israel. Contact: zehorith@gmail.com
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Focusing as a Prayer Practice

Elizabeth Morana, Ph.D.

I came into Focusing about four years ago to help me with the process of writing a 
memoir. But within a few months, I realized there was something I wanted more than the 
ability to write meaningful stories and have the pleasure of sharing them with others.

I became aware that Focusing could help me with my prayer life. 

The basis of prayer for me is simple, not dependent on religious beliefs, church affilia-
tion, or ritual. To me, prayer is me reaching out to God and asking for my soul to be filled—
and then transformed—by His great Divine Love. Nothing more. I simply seek to become a 
pure channel for that Divine Love. 

But often during prayer, I’d had the sensation that I was sitting in front of a very thick 
stone wall—a prisoner wailing in a dungeon, unheard. The words, “from the depths I cry to 
Thee” seemed to capture my stuck sense that I believed God was ‘up there somewhere,’ but 
I just couldn’t reach Him.

Within a short while of exploring the felt-sense to strengthen the depth of my memoir-
writing, I began to realize in working with my teacher, Kye Nelson, that Focusing was help-
ing my prayers to be less intellectual, less from my limited thoughts and old stuck patterns 
(e.g., God doesn’t hear me) and more from my heart and soul. I was beginning to feel ‘heard.’ 

Making space for all that needs our attention and listening those needs with compas-
sion seemed to be providing the missing step in my usual approach to prayer. No longer was 
I just asking for help with ‘overcoming’ qualities that separated me from Divine Love, but I 
began to see that giving those issues attention was not only more healing and more effective, 
it invited in a healing, listening presence. As the me-listening, me-making-space happened, 
the stone wall began to crumble.

I had not felt a rapport with any of the major religions, and I had prayed alone for 
years. A solitary prayer practice made the most sense to me and I believed—and continue to 
believe—that no one need mediate between me and God. However, when I began to Focus in 
partnerships, I saw that the shared field created by listening from the felt sense was serving 
to enhance my spiritual yearning, as well as the experience of Divine Love that sometimes 
came to me. And I saw that my Focusing partners need not consider prayer as their goal for 
this shared field to enhance my awareness of my own yearning and of Love’s answer to it.

Also, I found that—for me—the elements of Wholebody Focusing (WBF) helped me 
to go further, tapping into that within me that doesn’t understand anything, cannot handle 
concepts, but can understand what is received by the body. Paying more attention to the 
sensations of my body and the ways my body moves added to my ability to be with all that 
had been needing attention all those years. 
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As I continued with Kye to explore ways of finding connections between my spiritual 
life and this new thing called a felt sense in my training, I also explored WBF in various 
settings and then joined the two-year Intensive WBF Certification Program. 

I attended the WBF morning workshop at FISS 2012, and it was during this week that 
I attended Kevin’s “mini” class, designed to give people a taste of what WBF is about. In this 
short class, Kevin introduced the “arm raising” exercise inviting students to see that when 
we become conscious of our body, the body becomes conscious of itself, and then there is 
a possibility of ‘more’ coming. This exercise has helped me to understand more deeply that 
my body is not just a vehicle I drive around in; it knows something. And, I’ve been ignoring 
that for a long time.

Kevin opened with a short introduction in the large meditation hall at the Garrison 
Institute that night. A woman from our morning WBF class invited me to be her partner; I 
felt fortunate to work with someone who was very experienced in WBF.

My partner suggested I go first. I was happy to do that. She stood with her back to the 
wall in the meditation hall; behind her was the step up to the individual pews that surround 
the room. The windows, high up on the walls, were open. There were lots of people around 
us, some silently facing each other, others speaking. There is always something disconcert-
ing for me about Focusing with the sounds of the voices of other Focusers around me. I 
noticed that and set it aside.

Grounding always comes first. The direction had been to “invite your arms to raise, in 
their own time, in their own way.” I’d done this before. But each time is different. I wondered 
if I’d be able to be responsive to the body, would I push it to do something I insisted upon, or 
would I be so uncertain that I wouldn’t recognize its own decision to move? This is always a 
quandary that comes to me when I invite my body to move on its own. 

Ordinary life experiences hadn’t prepared me for this approach to the body. ‘Some-
thing’ in me still believes this is a silly idea; of course the body doesn’t move on its own—I 
tell the body what to do, and IT OBEYS. Bodies don’t have minds of their own! That’s what 
brains are for. I’m just kidding myself; it’s only moving because I want it to, because I told it 
to. How can an arm or a leg have an intention?

The doubting thoughts fly like birds over my head, and I begin to ground myself, as I 
watch my body “awaken to itself,” begin to “become conscious of itself.”

I relax my shoulders. I feel my feet. I notice the weight of my body pressing against 
the floor—Kevin often suggests that we “feel the support” of the floor, but those words don’t 
always work for me. It doesn’t feel like “support.” I’d spent too many years managing the 
environment to feel floor as support. But I can and do notice the weight of my whole body 
pressing down, comfortably, reliably, into my feet—I can feel my ‘contact with the environ-
ment,’ as Kevin puts it. That’s a better starting place for me.

Yes, I’m here. I sense gravity doing its work. There’s floor; it’s strong, reliable, unmov-
ing. There’s skin-sensing warmth of air. There’s body-sensing space around it, other living 
bodies nearby. There are my lungs, drinking in air. I begin to feel ‘fed’ by the environment, 
as it gives me solid floor, safe room, comfortable temperature, like-minded folks peaceably 
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engaged nearby, air effortlessly feeding oxygen to my cells. The environment is beginning 
to feel like “support.”

I notice parts of my body become energized and awake. As soon as one part of the 
body begins to warm up and feel itself, another part announces itself. It happens as though 
my body were a house at night, and slowly the lights turn on in each room, and light shines 
out the ‘window’ of my leg, my arm, my shoulder, my belly, my chest, and so on. Yes. I am 
me-here-now. I am grounded.

My body adjusts my posture and my position. I straighten my spine; one shoulder 
drops just a bit. I move my feet a bit further apart and feel more stable. I notice a fleeting 
self-consciousness with a partner there, someone I don’t know well. She’s much more experi-
enced than me, something worries, I’ll never be able to . . .  and a helpless feeling finishes the 
thought, saying so much more than words could capture of that paralyzed place.

Then my attention goes to my sternum. That familiar yearning comes again. There it 
is, in my heart area, a kind of clenching, like when you grasp the hand of the person you love, 
the person you feel you need, sitting there next to them, telling them all of what you need in 
the gentle grasping of your hand in theirs. It’s a nice feeling.

The clenching/wanting feeling quickly moves through my upper chest, into my throat, 
into my mouth, as a warm stimulating kind of substance; there’s a kind of wanting being 
expressed there in the throat and mouth along with a feeling, that if it had words it would be 
saying, “I need your Love.” 

It doesn’t feel like it’s coming from an intellectual place. It’s more like the direct feel-
ing of the little child who finds herself alone in a train station, separated from her mother—
but no, not quite, because there’s no fear, no panic. Just the wanting.

No, not like alone-in-a-train-station; more like seeing your Grandpa when your 
mother brings you into a room where he’s sitting on the couch, and his face turns toward 
you and his eyebrows raise, his mouth goes wide into a smile, his arms begin to open toward 
you. The feeling is like that. Everything in you starts to run toward him, even before you 
move your body.

Now I notice the right arm. It’s expressing this yearning, I can tell; I am somehow 
watching. The arm is now like that child, not afraid either, just reaching with strong yearn-
ing. I watch and cooperate with the arm, and I notice my body beginning to stretch as arm 
goes up, hand well above my head now. Muscles on right side of body stretch; I notice space 
between vertebrae opening up. 

Now it seems my right hand has gone as high as it can. But no—it goes higher, and 
space between the vertebrae expand. I’m sure that it can’t possibly go any further. But no: 
again, it goes more, and more, and I notice how my legs and feet are helping with this 
stretching, supporting the whole body as it reaches for that Love.

The left arm slowly rises and joins right arm in its search. I’m amazed at how high my 
body can reach, and it doesn’t seem to be losing balance. It’s pure expression of yearning. If 
it had words, it would be saying, ‘Please. Please.” 
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The arms stay up there, hands and fingers moving so slowly in patterns that don’t make 
any obvious sense; they are like long grasses at the bottom of the pond, moving slightly with 
the movement of the water around them. I notice my legs and torso; they are solid, support-
ing upper body in their reaching, an image of the trunk of a tree comes there. Torso and legs 
feel woody, alive, able-to-bend-but-not-break quality there. Rooted and solid, ready, strong, 
and moreover, legs are aware of what arms are reaching for. Whole body is working together 
in this yearning. So much is happening inside that has no words, it is too big for words, it is 
a rushing of energy and love, and yearning for more love, it is moving upward from me to 
something beyond me.

Ah, now what’s happening, I wonder, as the arms start to lower. Is the yearning stop-
ping? It’s quieter inside now, and something is moving. I wonder, what’s happening now? No 
answer comes. Did this experience make any sense whatsoever? 

But I wait: I remember that we can be with the “not-knowing”—that place where we 
just wait in the dark, really having no idea what is going on, and yet we are willing to stand 
there with all of it, not-knowing what it all means, not-knowing if we will ever know what 
that particular experience meant. Maybe just having to trust that something did happen and 
will continue to work through me, through my body, even if I am never able to articulate it 
to myself or anyone else. I rest in the complacence of knowing that it did happen, even if I 
never know any more than that.

Something more comes. I feel as though thick syrup were flowing down the outside of 
my body, from the top of my head, all the way to my feet. Thick and warm, like the honey 
a penniless hobo poured on his bowler hat in a silent film I watched when I was four years 
old, and how delicious that looked!

I notice now that my arms have lowered but they are still active. They have been mov-
ing in delicate slow motion, something I’ve never been able to do by my own intention. The 
movements are so slow, so smooth. No, I would never be able to; I’m a speed freak in contrast 
to my body when it is conscious of itself and invited to move on its own. 

So I watch and cooperate, and my arms bend at the elbow and my hands come together 
in front of my chest. There’s a feeling of comforting, nurturing love there, around my hands, 
in front of my chest, in my chest, and really all around me as I pay attention to it. As each 
hand slowly moves in small rotating motion in front of chest, I can feel something inside the 
chest. My hands are not touching my body, and yet it is as though they were holding a big 
spoon that is stirring something in my chest, and my chest feels the effect of the stirring, 
so clearly. No direct contact, no big spoon, but chest feels it. Hand moves left to right, chest 
feels gentle loving movement inside, left to right. Hand moves up, chest feels the loving 
movement upward. Inside my chest it feels like there are clusters of magnetic ‘dust’ being 
drawn this way and that by a large powerful magnet just a few inches away. This goes on for 
a while as hands explore and chest follows.

Meanwhile, I’m watching and cooperating, silently amazed that, inside my chest, I 
can plainly feel the hand movements even though hands do not touch my body. Then my 
hands slow their movement and become still, my palms tilted at an angle, not quite toward 
each other, not quite upwards, but at an angle. The way hands look when you’re talking about 
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something important, frozen in time, in that moment of thoughtful, precious reflection. My 
hands are still. And yet there is a great deal of power here—in them, around them, in my 
body, around my body. The space around me is thick. How am I able to feel something I’m 
not touching, I wonder.

I notice the sounds of the crickets outside; the windows must be open. There must be 
millions upon millions of crickets there; the night air is thick with the sound. I feel a smile 
come up and I feel the vibration of all those little beings who seem to be rejoicing in the 
world around them during their short life here in Garrison, New York, here near the Hudson 
River, hovering around the branches of those gigantic trees outside, feeling the warm night 
air, living the good life. 

With my own body, I feel the vibration of their bodies and of the sounds their bodies 
are making. It seems that I feel the movement of all molecules in the air; even the sound of 
the crickets is felt as movement, as tiny vibrations.

It occurs to me that I do not feel that I am “one with the world” as I’ve sometimes 
heard others say. For me, that expression evokes a loss of self and I don’t resonate with it. I’m 
feeling things inside—not only as arm, leg, or belly—I’m feeling every particle that makes 
up my arm, leg, belly. I am solid and I am a mass of moving particles. Both, in this moment. 
And, at the same time, I can somehow feel the particles that are not-me, but are around me, 
separate from me—inside this room, outside those windows. I wonder, How is this possible? 
How can I feel that?

Now my body, my arms, my hands, become completely still. Not only a physical 
stillness, but another kind of stillness, where I am right-here-right-now. I have ‘stopped.’ I’m 
being shown that I am now able to perceive the imperceptible. I can’t assign any words to 
that. I am now able to be aware of the invisible. There’s a strong sense that I can slow down 
enough to capture this moment and all that is in it. All that is in it. I sense, from a deep place 
that the more still I become, the more I can know. All to be known is here and accessible to 
me—to anyone who becomes still enough.

I get a flash of understanding that once I invite the body to move of its own accord, 
and once I see that it can move of its own accord, I learn that it’s not really important how 
the body moves, or where the arms go, or how fast or slow they move. 

I’ve learned the first lesson: they can move of their own accord—with my consent and 
cooperation; there is life that is not managed by me. And I can invite and welcome that life 
to move and to show me things.

And now it’s showing me my second lesson: that it’s possible to slow down, and it’s 
possible to ‘stop.’ I sense that my arms moved only to get my attention, so that they could 
show me this other, greater thing. My arms tell me—silently and without words: “Look 
around you. You’re still enough now to look around you. Let your yearnings go out for that 
Divine Love and be still, and now see it. It’s here. The Love is here.” 

That was it. I was brought to the place I’d hoped for. And I knew there was still more 
to come. Later.
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That captures the Focusing session I had that night with my partner at the ‘arm-raising 
exercise’ at FISS 2012. I remember learning in WBF training that, at the end of a Focusing 
session, we might want to “invite all that’s come to continue to inform all of my life’s situ-
ations, even as I move forward into the next activity and into the next part of my day.” And 
that I need not analyze it, or understand it, but only to welcome it and be grateful to it, and 
ask it to continue to do its work. Understandings and connections to my life situations will 
come naturally, of their own accord, when ready. And some have already come.

And I see what I’d hoped for all along: Focusing can help my prayer life. In fact, 
Focusing is the way I pray. First through grounding, then inviting all that wants to come, 
then holding all that comes without trying to figure it out, then waiting patiently with the 
not-knowing, and having with gratitude for all that comes. 

Prayer is the most precious form of my Focusing practice, but not the only one. I also 
Focus to discover all that is stuck and needing my attention, and all that gets triggered in the 
course of a normal day. But just as I hope to ‘live from the felt-sense’ as much as possible, I 
also hope to eventually live in a continual state of prayer/yearning for Divine Love. And the 
process of Focusing helps me to approximate that state. 

This seems true to me now: Divine Love speaks to me through my body. And Focus-
ing has given me the missing steps that take prayer out of the intellectual realm and into the 
directly-experienced-authentically-and-soulfully-felt realm. 

And I wonder: Who is that me-listening, me-making-space that enabled that stone 
wall to begin to crumble?

Elizabeth Morana, Ph.D., is a retired clinical psychologist who currently volunteers as an 
administrator for a religious foundation and who has been earnestly studying Focusing for 
almost four years and earnestly seeking Divine Love for longer than that. 

Contact: lizaduff@yahoo.com 

mailto:lizaduff@yahoo.com
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He Ain’t HeAvy; He’s My BrotHer

Bruce Nayowith

Sometimes the most transformational parts of an experience are the ones in which it 
seems that nothing is happening.

I had my first introduction to Wholebody Focusing with Kevin McEvenue and Paul 
Huschilt at the Focusing International Conference in 2002. Always interested in variations 
of the Focusing process, I enjoyed how, in Wholebody Focusing, the Focuser holds two 
senses at once—a felt sense of the issue, and also a sense of their body as a whole.

In Wholebody Focusing, gestures, as well as words, can be handles for felt senses. 
These gestures can also be used as reflections, touching pre-verbal levels of experiencing, and 
potentially bypassing language barriers between cultures. So, I was excited to try it myself.

After a presentation and solo exercise, we did a second exercise while standing up 
and facing a partner. The listener was asked to gently invite the Focuser’s arms to rise (to 
initiate some movement), then the Focuser would take it from there. We had 5 minutes, then 
we would switch. Afterwards, we would be able to debrief with each other.

On my turn, I closed my eyes. My partner then gave me an invitation for my arms to 
rise. My arms slowly rose for about 12 inches. Then, they stopped, and stayed there. 

That was it—nothing else. I could feel my arms, and this was as far as they wanted to 
go. There was some vague sense that staying with the felt connection in my arms was how I 
was listening to what ‘it’ wanted . . . 

This was somewhat frustrating. I had a sense that, if I intentionally raised my arms—
even a little bit—they would be able to move. Yet I did not do that.

For about 4 minutes, I stayed with this feeling in my arms, like they were just there, 
up against something, not wanting to move forward. It was unclear whether this was a ‘real’ 
sense, or if it was some way I was just holding back, or over thinking. Nonetheless, I decided 
to honor the way my arms felt, and not try to intentionally move them. My awareness stayed 
with my arms, continually sensing for something new coming, and continually feeling noth-
ing except this sort of blank . . . not moving . . . 

I was feeling disappointed—I was drawn to take this offering on Wholebody Focus-
ing, but this process had all of the appearances of being one of the most uneventful Focusing 
sessions I have ever had.  [If my description so far seems repetitive and dull, then I have been 
successful in conveying to you the sense of what it was like so far . . . ]

As I approached the last minute or so of my turn, my emotional discomfort increased 
dramatically. Was I going to spend my entire session just standing there with nothing hap-
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pening? Better to lift my arms, just in case I had been unnecessarily inhibiting myself from 
contact with something that was alive. So, I did.

As soon as I initiated a small voluntary move, something released. My arms began to 
rise and feel much lighter, as if they had broken free from something. Up they went, meeting 
over my head, then slowly swirling in a few ways. While they were rising, several images 
came into my mind—perhaps an Egyptian motif. There was also a sense of more lightness 
in my arms.

I thought to myself, “I should have done this 4 minutes earlier and taken some per-
sonal initiative, instead of letting myself just stand there stuck for so long like that.” No big 
shift of any kind, but at least it was better than being still with nothing happening.

During the debrief, I described to my partner what had happened: “For most of the 
time, my arms felt as though they didn’t want to go up for some reason. It felt as if I was just 
stuck there. So, I finally just decided to lift them a little. After that, they went up and started 
moving. I was curious that something opened up when I made the choice to pull away from 
that sense of being held or kept in one position.”  

Next, my partner shared his experience as my listener. With a puzzled and surprised 
look, he began. “In the beginning, your arms went up a bit. Then, as they stayed there, I 
began to have a feeling—as if I were being lifted into the air. It was the darndest thing—all 
of the time that you were just standing there, not moving, I felt as if I was being held up about 
10 feet off the ground . . . !

“Near the end of your session your arms suddenly began to lift up. As soon as they 
moved up, I fell back down to the floor . . . and that was all that I felt.”

As you can imagine, I was quite surprised to hear this! The connection and resistance 
I felt was occurring while he was feeling lifted, and it stopped once I disconnected from that 
feeling and did my own thing during the last minute.

If my partner had not shared with me, I would have walked away feeling more secure 
in trusting the “me” voice, and in my choice to have disconnected myself from the “it” (that 
feeling in and around my arms), which felt like restraint and a holding back. But now, it 
seemed that there was much more happening than I was aware of from my perspective.

My partner’s feedback pointed out that I actually had been trusting something all 
along. Even when “I” couldn’t make any sense of it, even when there didn’t seem to be any 
content to it, even when it seemed to be holding some other part of “me” back—I had been 
choosing to trust a rightness that had its own knowing. As it turned out, that which some of 
me had been interpreting as “resistance” or “restraint” had been so much more!

As I listened to him, I felt sadness about not having held my position longer, about my 
partner “being dropped.” 

Some might be surprised that this was how I responded to his sharing. After all, this 
was “my” turn, “my” experience, not his.
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Yes, it was my turn. A very meaningful one. Even a decade later, I feel moved each 
time I recall this glimpse of participating in a larger, interconnected process, and remember 
that there is often so much more going on than we usually are given to know . . . 

The experience of what support can feel like from each side is more richly spoken to 
in words written by Kahlil Gibran: 

“ . . . .The archer sees the mark upon the path of the infinite, 
and He bends you with His might that His arrows may go swift and far.
Let your bending in the archer’s hand be for gladness;
For even as He loves the arrow that flies, 
so He loves also the bow that is stable.”
                                                (The Prophet, Kahlil Gibran) 

I will close this story as it began . . . sometimes, the most transformational parts of an 
experience for one person can be the ones º it doesn’t seem as though anything is happening 
at all for another. 

And so, dear readers, may you, too, find blessings both in your flights of transforma-
tion, and in your steadiness of offering support, as well.

Bruce Nayowith, M.D. practices Emergency Medicine in Massachusetts. Since learning Focus-
ing  in 1987, he has been using  it both as a personal practice, and as a way  to explore and 
connect multiple disciplines  that  support aliveness,  so  that  they can  inform and deepen one 
another. These include depth psychologies, whole brain education, emergent group processes, 
spiritual practices, Non Violent Communication, and Integral Theory. 

Contact: bnayowith@yahoo.com
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Focusing ExpEriEncE

George V. Neagu

When I ask myself what Focusing experience is memorable that stands out in my 
mind, I marvel that it was result of a couples counseling session. 

My first wife of many years, with whom I had three children, were separated and 
headed for a divorce. We agreed to try marital counseling to see whether we could find a 
genuine basis for reconciliation. Little did I expect that the couples counseling would lead 
to such a deep impact, opening my eyes to streams of meaning that were brought into sharp 
relief as I dwelt on the experience.

During the course of the sessions the therapist used the word “flat” in reflecting the 
way I felt about my affect. It was in context of describing what life was like for me in the 
apartment where I had been raised while living with my mother and stepfather. (In those 
days an apartment was not called by any other name than a “flat”.) I recall (the therapist 
has since died) that I went home from the session and (I only know that I was Focusing in 
retrospect), and for some reason I began to dwell on the word “flat.” If memory serves me 
correctly, it was as though something in me, I know not what, was stirring, and I did not want 
to let go of the word. I kept mulling it over and over inside. And I began to make connections 
with the situation I had lived in and through.

Now I know that Gene Gendlin (who was my therapist later on) was correct when he 
described the many strings or connections that can exude out of one word in Focusing. Most 
certainly, I felt that the experiences I had carried in and through my life, expressed by this 
“flat” bubbling up, oddly gave me a felt sense of free-ness that allowed these experiences to 
come forward, and I remember feeling both awed and appreciative, at the same time.

My mother worked shift work in the steel mill. She represented safety to me when 
she was home. My stepfather was a man I admired, but also feared. Let me explain. He was 
from Spain and left home at thirteen to join the Spanish Merchant Marines. He was kind of 
a roustabout when he came to Gary, Indiana, and got a job as a Foreman in the Mills. While 
married to my mother, he discovered he had syphilis, which reached his brain, and he went 
psychotic. In those days it took forever to commit a psychotic person. He had hallucinations 
and delusions. For six months, while waiting for him to be entered into the State mental 
hospital, my mother and I coped as well as we could with his paranoid behavior. 

I recall one instance when he wanted to enter the bathroom while I was taking a bath. 
He pounded on the door, and as a child, I was terrified. My mother managed to slip between 
him and me and helped me to escape naked to the front apartment. (Finally he went to the 
local hospital where he broke a big bay window. Then he went to jail where he calmed down 
and was almost normal, and then he was sent to a mental hospital where he got well after a 
year there.)
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When he came home I lived with my mother and him in this apartment and never felt 
safe with him despite his cure. He did return to work, but life was boring with him, as he 
never spoke when we were alone at home. He had the looks of a movie star, but that was the 
era of the “strong silent type”—and he was very strong and very macho.

All of this background is necessary so one can understand that the word “flat” floated 
up a number of meanings for me that were connected to this word. Flat did not just mean 
apartment, but my inability to feel important or interesting to my stepfather. Flat meant that 
so much of my effort was to conceal my lack of safety when left alone with him. At his best 
he was tolerant of me, but clearly I was his rival for my mother’s affection. Flat opened up so 
much in me that I had never realized previously. I never thought living in the apartment as a 
teenager had such a powerful influence on me. For example, I always felt junior to another’s 
senior, never felt as interesting to others, or as assertive as others. I was always quick to give 
priority to whomever wanted to speak, and allowed myself to be ignored.

The fact that my stepfather never abused me when he was well shaped my views in a 
liberal direction (a positive one as I see it now), and that he would never understand how I 
felt toward him, is beside the point. The negative experiences I had with him were a big part 
of the response I had to the word “flat.”

To provide one more meaning that came out of this powerful realization from the 
whole connection I experienced to the word “flat”, I realized that my fear of the dark was 
a direct result of my fear of my psychotic stepfather trying to kill me in the apartment. I 
can recall the first time, as an adult, that I could enjoy camping at night under the stars and 
not being afraid. It was years after he died that I finally was able to detach from my fear of 
the dark.

I did not know much about Focusing at the time, nor did I learn more about Focusing 
until much later, but it was surely a Focusing experience that opened me up to so much 
experientially, and that had implications in my life that went on for a long time.

When I try to remember whether the many meanings surged up rapidly, I cannot say 
for sure. I do recall the organismic total sensing. It was not an intellectual event. It may 
seem odd, and I am almost embarrassed to make this comparison, but one of the most joy-
ous periods of my life was when I was in a tuberculosis sanitarium as a child and became 
emotionally alive to Christ. I felt this totally, and with joy communicated with God. (When I 
was discharged and was a high school freshman all these feelings became neutralized.) The 
similarity to the Focusing experience was the total organic experiencing. 

Perhaps the longest lasting results of living into the word “flat”, and there were many, 
was the fear of the dark and length of time it took for that fear to be overcome, plus the sense 
of inferiority to others—who seemed so much more interesting, stronger, than I was—and, 
generally, the preoccupation with reading correctly where people are in order to be safe, 
quickly sizing up a situation. 

It is frustrating to describe the quality of the experience and the process after so many 
years. It is to Gendlin’s credit that he did find a way to describe the steps and to teach people 
how to Focus. While I later tried to learn his six-step approach, the incident I described 
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above had the most impact on my life, even though it occurred before I knew much about 
Focusing. And I feel like a Zen Buddhist who knows how total an experience can be, but 
cannot put it into words, for words are not the experience itself.

So during the course of the day, I will Focus. I might ask myself, “Given the fact that 
I, as are all babies, was born wonderful, what keeps me from feeling good?” It may be as 
quick as that, or it might be a longer time to go inward depending on where I am and what I 
am doing. But Focusing, as I have come to know it and gently do it, has never given me the 
sweeping surprise that I had when I dwelled on the word “flat” many years ago. 

George V. Neagu is a retired Senior Therapist and Staff Development Coordinator for a 
local mental health center, a community activist, and president of Village Green Neighbor-
hood Association representing 200 residents (Michigan City, Ind.) He was the founding 
member of the Martin Luther King Community Breakfast, and also made the Romanian 
Garden at the International Friendship Gardens, the largest Romanian public garden in 
North America. 

Contact: jgvneagu@yahoo.com or phone: (219) 879-0431.

mailto:jgvneagu@yahoo.com
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A Gentle PAth to RAdicAl chAnGe

Suzanne L. Noël

We found the Great Reality deep down within us. —Alcoholics 
Anonymous (p.55)

Within experiencing lie the mysteries of all that we are. —Gendlin 
(1970, p. 565)

The life I had known was left behind when I entered Recovery, discovered Focusing, 
and began integrating the two in a radically new therapeutic program. Called “Recovery 
Focusing,” the program applies the liberating felt sensing process to each Step of the 12-Step 
Pathway outlined by Alcoholics Anonymous, and to patterns of thinking/feeling/behaving 
that are difficult to change (Noel, 2010). Each Step addresses specific aspects of the addic-
tive process and/or of Recovery. Facilitating these groups has changed my life and enabled 
me to embody a deep, solid sense of joyful aliveness. Because it is always fresh and new, 
each group process brings more of this freshness and newness into my living. As I give, I 
receive, and life just gets better and better.

My love of “Recovery Focusing” was carried forward into a whole new perspective 
when I went to El Salvador in August 2012, thanks to Beatrice Blake and Melba Jimenez, 
who have been working hard to introduce Focusing there for several years. They invited 
me to present a three-day “Recovery Focusing” Intensive and several Community Wellness 
Focusing workshops.

The participants of the “Recovery Focusing” Intensive were health promoters from 
several institutions in El Salvador and Nicaragua who were curious about addiction, the 
12-Step Pathway, and Focusing. I had never done this work so intensively. I compacted a 
10-week course into three days! The result: people were transformed before my very eyes, 
and I myself had yet another transformational Focusing experience that changed me in a 
gently radical way, as Focusing tends to do.

The session that most impacted me during the “Recovery Focusing” Intensive was 
on Step Six, which is “[We] were entirely ready to have [our Higher Power] remove these 
defects of character.” This Step is about being willing to change (after we have seen our 
destructive patterns in Step Four and shared these with another person in Step Five). 

We began “Honoring” ourselves by making a list of four or five character traits that 
we liked about ourselves. I wrote that I liked the fact that I was creative, intelligent, affec-
tionate, playful, and compassionate. I then Focused into these qualities by pausing, holding 
them, attending inside myself, and waiting for the felt sense to form. Soon, I felt a bright 
light emanating from the center of my chest. It had a quality of being like a cool breeze, and 
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the word that captured the feeling was “happiness.” As I stayed with the feeling, it became a 
self-embracing happiness, as if my face, heart, and belly were all smiling together. The felt 
sense of the qualities I liked about myself was symbolized by the words “Self-Embracing 
Happiness.” I hugged myself happily. We then all shared with the group, and thus our own 
positive experience was deepened and enhanced by listening to others.

After sharing our positive felt sense of the qualities we liked about ourselves, we 
then moved into the “Opening” phase. I invited the group to choose a character trait that is 
difficult to change and which is no longer working for them. I chose my fear of speaking my 
truth. I invited the group to first write about how this difficult trait makes our lives unman-
ageable. For me, this fear of speaking my truth means I betray myself and others; I destroy 
relationships; I hurt others (and I circled the word “hurt”), and I hurt myself.

At this point I introduced Ann Weiser Cornell’s facilitative language, asking them 
to write, “Something in me is [stuck trait].” This phrase helps us to separate ourselves a bit 
from the “defect” so that we can be with it instead of identified with it.

I wrote, “Something in me is afraid to speak the truth.”

I then paused in silence, went inside myself, and waited for something . . . an image or 
maybe a memory or body sensation . . . to emerge.

I felt my body want to curl up tightly. It was like I was curled up inside myself so that 
I would not get hit by stones—stones that were coming from all directions. I was closing 
myself off from the world. A memory emerged of my father beating me when I was 15 years 
old, kicking and punching me when I was down on the floor, where I was, of course, curled 
up! There was something about my age (15) that made this incident particularly humiliating. 
As I stayed with the experience, I felt extreme pain right in the middle of my chest. Wow! It 
was excruciating! The words came: “Heart Break.” This was very moving for me. Discover-
ing that my heart felt broken by that event completely shifted things for me; though it is 
difficult to explain how or why. I just felt and knew that something was different. The pain 
in the center of my chest eased.

When I asked what the worst of this heart break was, and waited while attending 
inside again, I saw my heart as red, raw, and inflamed, like an infected wound. I realized 
my heart hurts so very much that I do not want others to touch it! That was the worst. I don’t 
want others to touch my hurting heart, for that contact might injure it even more. (And ironi-
cally, I kept hurting my heart by hurting others, by not letting them touch my heart, by never 
exposing my heart, but remaining curled up and protected within my false self!)

Ahh! Compassion and relief flooded my entire being! I forgave myself for my people 
pleasing, for I understood it not only had its roots in my past trauma of childhood sexual 
abuse, but was made worst by my father beating me up at the age of 15—because I had 
“smart-mouthed” him! I understood that I was desperately seeking to protect myself from 
further heart pain. This self-forgiveness replaced the all-encompassing shame associated 
with my people-pleasing false self. I had broken free just a little more from the brokenness 
of Co-Dependency!
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I then asked all of this “Heart Break” what it needed. It responded by letting me know 
that first of all, it needs understanding. Yes. What happened was very painful. Indeed. Then, 
it needs to for me to recognize and tell that adolescent girl of 15 that not everyone is going 
to beat her up. (At that age I was in a relationship with a violent alcoholic who was six years 
older than I, as well.) This was a new insight taken further: Not everyone is going to threaten 
my life when I speak my truth. It won’t kill me to be truthful, as my body had previously 
believed. I can survive the outcome. My body was now receiving this simple fact. Of course, 
I had intellectually known these concepts previous to this session. But the knowing did not 
affect my body’s response of “freeze” when faced with someone’s anger. This transforma-
tional shift was helping my body to accept this new truth: that I could be real!

The last phase involves “Welcoming” what could be. That is, we let ourselves imagine 
and feel how it might feel inside were we to change or heal. We further the previous experi-
ence of hope and possibility by actually inviting our whole self to sense how living in this 
new way might feel. For example, we can sense into how it might be if we got what we 
needed, or how it might be to “Recover” and have soundness of mind, body, and spirit. Once 
the thick feel of what could be is vividly present by combining several “handles” or symbols: 
image, body feel, gesture, etc., we ask the question: “What is the best of this?” This question 
deepens, widens, and enhances the feel of what could be!

During this “Welcoming” phase I imagined replacing my fear of speaking my truth 
with being willing to speak my truth gently and with tenderness (for I sometimes do it 
harshly, being that I feel so threatened when I do it!). I then paused to wait for the feel of 
this form inside me. I got the phrase in Spanish: “Cambiar de tener un corazón espinado a 
tener un corazón delicado,” which means to “Change from having a thorn-protected heart to 
having a sensitive, delicate heart.” Not raw, but sensitive. It had a different feel to it. 

When I stayed with all this, a sense of companionship/union emerged. This compan-
ionship had a quality of being tender and safe. Staying with it by continuing to attend inside, 
I noticed a feeling of dignity and well-being, swelling up in the center of my chest. I then 
asked, “What is the best of this dignity and well-being?” I felt a total, full-bodied calm and 
quiet stillness. Oh what a pleasure it is to feel such quiet stillness! What a shift this was from 
that desperate distress and the shaming silence of my false self!

I was quite moved by this experience. “Recovery Focusing” had once again taken me 
into the felt dimension from which meaning emerges, leading me into a whole new way of 
relating to myself and the world. The three-day intensive also showed me the power of this 
process in others. I witnessed a similar transformation in almost all of the participants. By 
the end of the course, they too had shifted into the feel of the best of Recovery! I could see 
it in their faces and their body posture, and hear it in their voices. Who they were now was 
not the same person they were three days ago.

Months later, I carry the importance of the quiet stillness I experienced into my inter-
actions with others. Yes, I still sometimes lose my center in relationships and speaking my 
truth still scares me, but I am now more ABLE to do find a stillness that will help me speak 
my truth. From this calm place, I can notice I am defensive and then will myself to stop it. 
I can listen to others and try to own up to my part in whatever conflict is happening. Rather 



a genTle paTh To radiCal Change • 151

than changing the distress I feel that by trying to change how others feel, I can trust that 
speaking my truth, however clumsily, will lead to the experience of safe companionship. My 
hope is that someday I will be unbroken and whole enough to always be able to speak my 
truth gently and tenderly, and thus be free to be . . . me!

Obviously, I have found that each “Recovery Focusing” workshop is transformational 
[I write, grinning]. In El Salvador, however, this one particular workshop changed me for-
ever, just like several Focusing sessions I have had over the years have changed me forever. 
Being joyfully and authentically ME, open to my inner experience, connected intimately to 
my loved ones, is the best of my Recovery!

Suzanne Noel is a Certifying Coordinator for the Focusing Institute in New York. She facili-
tates Recovery Focusing groups at Costa Rica Recovery Center. She teaches the H.O.W. We 
Heal Focusing process and Domain Focusing internationally through teleconferencing and 
has presented Recovery Focusing in several countries. 

Her website is www.recoveryfocusing.com

Email: recoveryfocusing@gmail.com

http://www.recoveryfocusing.com
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The LighT ThaT Focusing Found

Paula Nowick, Ed.D.

“And may I ask why you’ve come?” the counselor said softly.

“It’s my son . . . just seventeen and already deeply into drugs . . . nothing we say or do 
has any influence . . . I’m at my wit’s end. Just last night . . . 

Her soft voice interrupted, “Maybe we could just slow this down a bit . . . so you 
can check and see . . . How is this for me? What is this really about . . . this ‘I’m at my wit’s 
end’ . . . ” 

“I could scream, SCREAM!” I nearly shouted.

“Ummm”, she gently mused . . . “See which would scream loudest,” she asked, “your 
chest or your gut?”

I was caught off guard. I was about to tell her about the police call last night, and now 
I had to drop that and search around my inner organs to imagine which one would be the 
most hysterical. The request was so ludicrous that I might have challenged it except that a 
concerned friend had highly recommended this healing process called Biospiritual Focus-
ing. I was desperate enough to give anything a try, even looking for screaming innards!

It took me some time to refocus my attention from the outside world to the invisible 
inner one. Well, my heart really hurt—like it was broken in two—but it seemed to want to 
sob, not scream. And my stomach? It was churning, but no scream. Then I felt it—in my 
intestines, in my whole lower abdomen, a sharp pain that wanted to explode. “My gut wants 
to scream!” I answered with some surprise.

“Would there be some words . . . or images . . . that would best describe that gut-that-
wants-to-scream sense?”

Again I was caught off guard with no ready words. “What?” I stammered.

“If your gut could tell you what it’s going through . . . see what it might want to say . . . ? 
Or if it could show you a picture, what your sense is of what you might see?” she gently 
asked . . . 

I refocused on the lower pain. “Hmmmm—maybe something down there seems like 
flares on a dark sun . . . big, hot bursts that look really powerful, but then they just melt back 
down into the surface and do nothing but seethe . . . they basically are useless . . . . help-
less . . . . and they are screaming, ‘STOP THAT NOW!!!’ but no one listens.”

Calmly, the counselor responded, “So see if you are able to stay by the side of all that 
pain and bursting flares . . . and maybe keep them company . . . as you might sitting with a 
friend who is going through a whole lot . . . just sitting there . . . knowing that you’re not able 
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to do much to change her situation, but you are able to gently listen. Maybe . . . see if you 
can you do that . . . ”

I checked. Could I remain at the side of my awful gut-pain and just watch and listen 
with gentle curiosity? I wasn’t sure. My habits were to ignore nervous butterflies or scold 
them for interferring with my plans, or maybe to distract myself by eating or turning on the 
TV. Most of all, I’d discount them by saying to myself, “Come on, now. It’s not THAT bad. 
Others have it worse . . . ”

“I’ll try,” I said to her.

“Good,” she said. “And maybe see . . . if the screaming flares would like to tell you 
more . . . ”

And more they did tell me! As I kept my attention on the wrenching twists in my gut, 
a memory arose of me tearfully pleading . . . which was met by his earnest promise to reform, 
followed by his stealing our checkbook a day later to buy more drugs. Prompted by the coun-
selor, I paused right there, and just waited . . . this time with even more gentleness . . . because 
I was realizing for the first time how excruciatingly hard it had been then for my body to 
experience these roiling emotions of betrayal/anger/frustration/fear—and love. I continued 
to just wait silently. 

“I don’t know what to do next!” 

“You’re completely out of ideas . . . ” she said thoughtfully, and then asked me to repeat 
that sentence again to the flaring pain.

“I’m empty. I’ve tried everything I could think of and now I’m completely . . . com-
pletely out of ideas,” I whispered to the flaring pain in my gut. “There’s just . . . blankness.” It 
seemed as though my body was crumpling into spineless blob of oblivion. I was shrinking, 
dissolving, helpless. At first I was terrified, but then . . . 

Very, very slowly, I became aware of how comforting this blankness was . . . it was 
sort of a vague downy comforter that I could sink into and be held, warmly, securely. And at 
that, I felt a gradual release of tension throughout my body, as though I no longer had to fight 
against how deeply grieving and exhausted I truly felt. For here, in my gut, was the simple, 
stark truth: I was helpless against his addiction. 

You might suppose I sank into even greater despair at this insight, but just the opposite 
happened; my spirit was lifted! Huge waves of relief poured through me as I was released 
from the burden of thinking it was my parental duty to save him and that he was doomed 
without my help. 

As I sat with this radical idea, I remembered hearing someone say that each of us is 
here to save our own soul—and that is a full-time job in itself. Now, that saying wasn’t just 
interesting—it was real and true and alive inside of me. I waited—suspended in the enormity 
of the changes flowing through me.

Then suddenly, I whispered to the therapist, “The light! The light!” 
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I saw, I felt, I experienced what might best be described as a scintillating glow through 
my entire being—a light or lightness that fit exquisitely into every cell of my body making 
me come more alive than I had ever felt. The light WAS me and I it. No separation. The 
utter naturalness of it . . . the essential rightness of it . . . the ever-present truth of it . . . always 
steadily there though ignored because of the dramas playing out in our stressful lives.

But the session was drawing to a close, and I heard the counselor suggest that I allow 
that light to be as full as it wanted to be and to let it remain as long as it wished to stay. 
And, with that invitation, the light stayed dazzlingly bright for a few more seconds and then 
began to slowly withdraw—but not entirely disappear. Its intensity dimmed, but its memory 
implanted an indelible body-sense of profound joyfulness that still buoys me through storms 
and fair weather.

My son struggled with his addiction for the next twenty-three years. The weight of all 
this was immense—but not crushing. 

For deep within me remains an indelible sense of a lightness that now and again, 
unbidden, sweeps over my despairing heart and chants with Julian of Norwich, “All is well, 
all is well, and in all manner of things, all is well.” And despite all present evidence to the 
contrary, I find myself saying, “Amen!” It is a level of comprehension that springs not from 
faith, not from logic, but from a mystical Focusing experience from my body.

At forty, sitting in his jail cell, my son had his own transformative experience. One 
night he felt a particularly intense combination of despair and disgust that gave rise to this 
sentence, “I am sick and tired of this life.” He said it over and over, amazed how those com-
monplace words reverberated so deeply with the truth of who he was right then. And that 
was it! He knew in his heart that something seismic had rocked his world, and he prayed to 
his higher power to make him willing to do whatever he needed to do to lead a clean life. 

As of this writing, he has been clean for four years, has graduated with honors from a 
community college, and is profitably employed. It is a miracle. He is a miracle (and so am I, 
and so are you.) Unlike me, my son did not use Focusing to find serenity and joy. Focusing 
is only one of many paths to discovering what is calling us forward, and we honor them all, 
of course. But for me, Focusing is my most treasured, unfailing, and ever-fascinating path. 

Focusing, after all, showed me the light.

Paula Nowick, Ed.D. now retired from teaching, has taught everything from dividing 
fractions (6th grade) to dangling participles (high school English) to The Inferno (college 
sophomores—including the entire football team!) to chaos theory (graduate seminar in 
Imagery and Creativity). She has also (along the way) worked for the U.S. Embassy in Paris 
and Teheran, been a newspaper reporter for two city newspapers, been the principal of a 
middle school, and administered the honors program at a community college, and (by the 
way) co-edits this Folio! 

Contact: paulanowick@gmail.com
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Longings over the Years: 
evolving Focusing Moments

Atsmaout Perlstein, Ph.D.

You are going to read about two stories around my felt sense and experiences of 
longing: the first one is about a longing to return back home to Israel after 30 years of living 
in Chicago. The second story, which takes place several years later, is still about the felt 
sense of longing, but this time, a longing to know the meaning of my life. In both stories I, 
the Focuser, was supported and invited to be with my inner experiences with no fear—just 
allowing the process be contained and have a safe space to unfold. 

I have experienced the power of Focusing as both a guide to practical life changing 
decisions and then, later, as a transformative opening to a deep spiritual healing.

First storY—Longing to return hoMe aFter 30 Years

I want to share with you an important life changing story and how my felt senses and 
various images became the grounds to keep my dream alive until the dream to return home 
came true. 

I moved from Israel to Chicago to study psychology at age 20. Married, with a one-
and-a-half year old boy, I planned to go back home after five years. I wanted to just finish my 
M.A degree in psychology, but when I was accepted to a doctoral program in clinical psy-
chology, my return home was postponed. It was from this point forward that I unconsciously 
tucked away my wish and longing to-go-home deep inside of me. These were beautiful years 
full of the joys of raising children, traveling with friends, and professional development. I 
had a full life and going back home became a distant dream as I started my private practice. 
With my family, I stayed in Chicago for 30 years raising 3 more children. 

In 1991, I was introduced to Focusing and learned how to do the process both on my 
own and in partnership. From early on, I benefited from Focusing because I was naturally 
able to identify my bodily felt senses in different situations, events and interactions. I learned 
to observe my experiences without judging them. Instead, I listened carefully to the meaning 
and the story they were trying to convey to me concerning my life.

Focusing in partnership helped me to contact my quiet, silent, and hidden feeling of 
longing to go back home. During the week I was busy at work and being a mother, but on 
Friday nights I Focused on my longing feeling inviting it to be present when I did the prayer 
over the Shabbat candles. It was a prayer without words, just being with the unfulfilled long-
ing and wishing it would materialize when it was the right time for me.

Finally, an important shift happened in 1997 when I participated in the celebration of 
the Independence Day of Israel in downtown Chicago. The big hall was filled with Israelis 
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of all ages. The crowd sang along with the singers with a backdrop of multimedia videos and 
photos from Israel. I was flooded with childhood memories of smells, places and holidays 
with my extended family members. I was exhilarated and my felt sense of longing to go 
home broke loose. My whole being was resonating and vibrating to the songs and dances. 
From then on returning home became a goal that I spoke about openly to friends, my hus-
band and family members. 

My friends responded negatively to my plan: “You do not have a job in Israel. It would 
not work anyway, life is difficult in Israel.” My mother would shake her head and say, “It will 
not work out so why do you want to go through with it?” 

Then I would feel doubts followed by a felt sense of pressure in my chest area with 
difficulty breathing. Thoughts would come in: “Maybe I am wrong, maybe they know better 
than me, maybe my longing to go back is childish and unreal.” During these difficult periods 
I would ask my long-time Focusing partner to sit with and listen to me. 

Focusing session #1: Longing at a practicaL LeveL

Listener: Take some time to sit with the pressure in your chest . . . and maybe sense it from 
inside . . . take your time . . . 

Me: (after a long pause . . . ) the pressure is getting very intense . . . 

Listener: It’s feeling very intense . . . 

Me: Yes, yes, I’m right here with it . . . (many seconds pass) it’s beginning to back off . . . and 
now it’s kind of stopping and even subsiding. I can breathe better now . . . I’m getting an 
image of a little girl sitting in the middle of my chest area who is feeling rejected and 
helpless. 

(I became silent again, realizing how intensely my body reacts to critical voices.) I know 
this little sad girl from my childhood . . . and I don’t want those old childhood feelings of 
helplessness to interfere with this grown-up life decision. 

Listener: Take as much time as you need . . . to sense there . . . 

Me: (I sat quietly for a long time, inwardly watching the slowly changing sensations in my 
belly and chest) . . . I am experiencing a deep, deep silence that words cannot describe. It 
starts in my belly and expands upward and downward. The image is as if I am sitting safely 
and comfortably in the depths of the Ocean. There are no noises or voices . . . Only a deep 
calming silence.

Listener: See if you can sense . . . what the meaning is . . . of this whole experience for you?

Me: The silence is filling my whole being. There is a sense that everything is going to be 
okay . . . to go back. There are no more words to be said.

Listener: If it feels right . . . maybe check to see what would it be like . . . what it would 
mean . . . for you to go back home?
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Me: I can feel now big tears of joy rolling down on my cheeks and in my solar plexus . . . I 
am feeling a new surge of energy and something is opening . . . The image that comes is an 
opening flower. It feels like my soul is opening up to the “more” of life . . . opening to my life 
in ways I do not know now. This opening of my soul is so powerful inside . . . my whole being 
is resonating as though every cell is opening to this “more of life”. (I stayed in this amazing 
sensation for quite awhile until it slowly began to fade.) 

Listener: Maybe see how it would be for you . . . if you stayed here in Chicago for a life time?

Me: (I was silent for awhile . . . and then I experienced my hands moving towards each 
other, closing in the space between them. The movement stopped just before the palms were 
clasped together.) . . . .Shrinking, everything is closing in and shrinking . . . My whole being 
would suffer this loss. I would pay a high price. (My body had given me the answer to my 
longing to return home.) 

From that time on, whenever in doubt, I would go straight to my belly and check deep 
inside and ask, “What is my belly’s felt sense regarding new doubts concerning going back 
home?”

It never failed to give me the sacred silence of the deep ocean, again and again. There 
was no change or doubt in the felt sense in my belly. In my subsequent Focusing sessions I 
would also challenge the hand movements regarding my return home. Again, the image and 
the hand movements did not fail. The body’s wisdom has always brought me the experience 
of energy flow in the solar plexus as a sign to return home to Israel.

I finally returned home to Israel in 2000 and have been living there for 12 years 
now. Since my arrival, I have experienced an amazing surge of energy to expand and gain 
momentum and move forward. My image of the soul opening up to new horizons since that 
day in 1997 has brought me to where I am. Home. 

Focusing session #2: Longing at a spirituaL LeveL

My partner and I sat facing each other in comfortable chairs as we have been doing 
for many years now. We know the routine of our meetings, talking a little about our week 
and then sitting quietly . . . one of us will start Focusing . . . it’s me . . . 

Me: Since my 63 rd birthday I have been exploring the meaning of my life. I think about it 
often and I would like to Focus on it. 

Listener: So something is there for you about . . . the meaning of life . . . and you want to 
spend some time with it now . . . 

Me: I’m finding two opposing body felt senses: One place in my chest area where I sense 
comfort . . . fullness . . . and nothing is missing. My life is full. The second place where I expe-
rience the question of the meaning of my life is in the pit of my stomach. Deep in there I 
sense a voice calling the word “longing.” It has a special tone and quality and is not painful 
at all . . . and it has a movement like it is rolling and swirling trying to reach the outside. 
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It is a “longing” with energy . . . energy that is powerful and wants to move forward into 
something. 

Listener: It seems like you have two different experiences in two different places in your 
body . . . In your chest area you experience comfort and fullness . . . and in the pit of your 
stomach you hear out loud the word “longing” that is rolling and pushing outward from 
inside you . . . 

Me: I can really feel this energy right here. (I was pointing with my hands to the center of 
my body. The energy is “longing” to roll outside.)

Listener: The energy is right there

Me: An image just came. I see myself being in a forest . . . getting up in the morning, smelling 
the trees, and listening to the birds chirping . . . 

Listener: There’s a wonderful image there . . . the smelling of the trees . . . hearing the birds 
chirping . . . 

Me: Yes . . . the image and the feeling is wonderful . . . and . . . there is also the longing . . . 

Listener: I am inviting you to just take a moment to stay with your first inner experience of 
longing before you go into the image of the forest that followed it. Just see whether or not 
the “longing” experience unfolds inside you if you give it the space. Do not rush yourself. 

Me: (My listener’s invitation to return to the longing is a special surprise to me. Neverthe-
less, when I checked it inside, it felt right. So, I bring my attention to the center of my body 
where the experience of “longing” is present. I am aware of a deep silence that is spreading 
into my stomach and my womb. These areas feel full—too full.) 

And now I’m experiencing a big shift inside. I’m feeling the energy from the pit of my 
stomach that was pushing to get outside. It is now turning full circle and is filling me up . . . I 
can feel a deep silence coming upon me . . . I already know this quality of deep silence from 
my experience of longing to go back home when I lived in Chicago. Then, it was the silence 
like in the deep ocean.

Listener: Take as much time as you need to sit with the silence . . . 

Me: I am experiencing silence within and without. Right now I have no sense of my physical 
body . . . I feel one with the surroundings. I can sense a quiet breathing happening, a strange 
sense of a mouth talking rather than me talking. There is a sense that the spoken words and 
sentences are hanging in a space of nothingness . . . 

Deeper and deeper the silence continues. I sense an expansion of my consciousness expe-
riencing vastness that contains everything . . . it’s like being in a flow with no interruptions.

Listener: A vastness . . . like being in a flow with no interruptions . . . 

Me: Yes . . . I am now in my safe place just like the one I encountered in Chicago. But this 
place is “more” . . . I experience total peace and harmony here . . . I experience the emptiness 
that is full . . . I am floating in space in the dark space between the stars . . . The silence and 



longings� •  oVer The years� • :eVolVing FoCus� • ing momenTs� •   • 159

the darkness envelope me. I am safe with no fears . . . I feel a total sense of freedom. I can 
totally let go . . . 

Listener: You know this place . . .  . . . you feel safe . . . and free . . . you can totally let go here . . . 

Me: (I hear my partner’s voice out there in space. I feel like it’s time to return to the room. I 
feel transformed and rejuvenated. I come back into the room, to the chair to my body. I am 
taking the time to open my eyes and look at my partner. The ability of my listener to bring 
me back to the original inner experience, rather than running off with the image is what 
offered me the opportunity to open the door to the spirit. For me as a veteran Focuser that 
was the big surprise in this session. My tears of gratitude at the end of the session were for 
the listener who made the “pause” for me at this place which enabled me to experience my 
unique safe place in the universe.)

the Fruits oF this transForMing experience

The feeling of longing has been powerful in my life, and Focusing with this feeling, 
shared in partnership, brought to me the gift of the silence in the deep ocean and the deep, 
safe silence of expanded consciousness in space. 

The dark, empty, safe place that I experienced in space has become useful when I 
need to rejuvenate my body at times of tiredness and exhaustion. At these special times I lie 
on my back, I take about 10 conscious breaths and then invite myself to enter the dark safe 
space and let go all my tensions and tiredness. It feels like I enter a special space where my 
body is most relaxed and free from doubts, critical voices, thoughts and emotions. In this 
state of mind I experience rejuvenation and healing. My longings have brought me content-
ment and joy.

Dr. Atsmaout Perlstein is a Focusing Oriented clinical psychologist with a private practice 
treating individuals, couples and families in Tel Aviv, Israel. She is a coordinator who co-
founded the Israeli Focusing Center that has been active in training professional and others 
in Focusing. She can be reached at: Cell: 972 523-944244 

Email: atsmaout@gmail.com

Website: www.focusingisrael.co.il
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In-LIghtenment

Kit Racette

I have seen the light . . .  This was such a revolutionary idea and experience that I have 
jumped at the opportunity that the editors have presented me with, and I am relishing the 
chance to relive the session with my WholeBody Focusing partner, as I share it with the 
reader.

First I would like to give you some background of the aspects of my life that are 
relevant to the aha Focusing experience that I am going to tell you about.

ReLIgIon

When I was growing up, I went to Sunday school and church regularly. My impres-
sion looking back on those days is that this was largely a social activity. The most important 
aspect was that we were well dressed including gloves and hats, and the talk was always 
about clothes that people were wearing, and who was sitting where. During the sermon 
my father who was a church warden would go to sleep and there would be the crackle of 
the sweet wrappers and whispered conversations. When I was around sixteen, my parents 
suddenly announced that they weren’t going to church anymore, as the people running the 
church were not Christian. No other explanation was given. From then on we only attended 
church for rite of passage occasions such as christenings, weddings and funerals. My mother 
is virulently anti organised religion and regards it as a crutch for people who can’t manage 
life otherwise. And she told me that the Bible is simply a historical document full of nice 
stories. As a result of this upbringing, I have no sense of a religious belief or inclination, and 
in fact I have an aversion to religious vocabulary and have struggled to find a way of contact-
ing a sense of being connected to the universe or something larger than myself. However, 
as I have grown older, finding such a connection has become more important, and, while I 
believe in it intellectually, I have yearned for a physical and spiritual relationship.

BodIes

In my family of origin, bodies had two uses. Firstly, they were to carry our clothes. I 
was one of three girls, and along with our mother, we all sewed our own clothes and were 
avid fashion devotees. As I mentioned before, the trip to church each week was preceded by 
great activity of clothes preparation and shopping. We had a wonderful collection of hats, in 
which we took great pride, and even my father loved shoes. Secondly, our bodies carried our 
heads to school, etc. Our intellectual activities were very important. School achievement was 
of paramount importance, and being sharp and witty was seriously valued. We did not do 
sports other than the necessary Phys. Ed. at school, which was dreaded. Our knowledge of 
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physiology and anatomy was very limited, and never were we taught to treat our bodies with 
respect. Touch was limited, and physical displays of affection were unacceptable. Further-
more, emotions which are the reactions of the body to stimuli, were to be kept strictly under 
control and private. It is this last aspect that has been the most difficult for me. Keeping my 
emotions under wraps has resulted in periodic outbursts when the effort to control them has 
been too much, and it is for that reason that I have found Focusing of benefit.

Why do I tell you all this? I want to give you an idea of where I began my life and 
the impact that Focusing and Wholebody Focusing have had on me, and in particular the 
impact of the session that I describe here. I had no spiritual sense, but longed to find one. I 
had no sense of my body other than when it hurt. Thus connecting the two with Wholebody 
Focusing has been nothing short of revolutionary.

FocusIng

I found Focusing with the help of Nada Lou. From the beginning I had the sense that I 
had been looking for this (the Focusing process) all my life, and I found the structure of the 
six steps a wonderful way to access my emotions on a visceral level. I remember in our first 
session I was able to identify very quickly where the felt sense was in my body, and to give it 
attention and possibly a voice was such a relief. I began to work with Nada Lou shortly after 
the death of my daughter, and our sessions together helped me get in touch with the mixed 
feelings that I was carrying concerning her death. I particularly remember one session in 
which I could really take in the image of a firefly, and with that word accept the temporari-
ness of my daughter’s life here with us. It was a beautiful image that gave me peace. I enjoy 
the pause that is part of Focusing and clearing the space as I ask what is going on for me 
today. The process has also given me a contact with my body and its wisdom and liberated 
me from the necessity of keeping my emotions under wraps. My feelings know that there 
will be a time put aside in which they will be listened to and feel heard.

WhoLeBody FocusIng

Kevin McEvenue has integrated aspects of the Alexander Technique with Focusing 
to create WholeBody Focusing. I, too, am an Alexander Technique teacher. For me the 
combination really speaks to who I am. Alexander work is about liberating us from hold-
ing patterns and letting the real body shine through, and this liberation allows us to move 
through our habits, both physical, mental and spiritual, to be truly who we are. In Whole-
body Focusing we address, as the name suggests, the whole body. Each session begins with 
an attunement beginning with grounding. I start at my feet sensing the floor and below the 
floor into the ground and below the ground into the centre of the Earth. Gradually I bring my 
body into contact with this sense of the ground slowly moving upwards. I “watch” as each 
part of me greets and contacts the part below and then I move upwards until I reach the top 
of my head. At that point I connect with the space above me and I take in the environment 
around me. Thus I am in contact with the ground, the space above, and I expand into the sur-
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rounding space. All of this gives me time to pause and slow down and connect with myself. 
We call this Grounded Presence.

What I noticed as I became more familiar with this process, was that all of my senses 
heightened in awareness. The first sense that I noticed was my sense of sight. The clarity, 
definition and depth became more so. The colours were brighter and the shadows deeper. 
Then I noticed that I heard more. The birds, the wind, the leaves “talked” to me, and music 
moved me in a way that I hadn’t noticed before. Sight and hearing were followed by taste 
and touch and smell, and finally I realised that my kinesthetic sense, that sense of oneself, 
where we are, how we are and how we are moving, became more acute. For someone who 
had not known her body as a child, this was sometimes overwhelming and brings tears to 
my eyes to remember.

heaRt FeLt conveRsatIons

As part of the WholeBody Focusing training we have been introduced to Heart Felt 
Conversations. Both partners are in Grounded Presence. When we are in a session, we 
choose whether we are going to begin with an agreed topic, or one of us suggests something 
we would like to talk about, or we wait and see what comes up. Both of us are speaking from 
our Grounded Presence, and as one speaks, the listener notices what comes up for him/her 
and then shares. Both partners are both listeners and Focusers, and as the name suggests, we 
are sharing from a heart-felt awareness. The closeness of these “conversations” is extraordi-
nary, and I am often struck by the sense of being privileged to be sharing in this manner. We 
are feeling so safe in this partnership that we are willing to share our truths.

My partner in Heart Felt Conversations brings to me a spiritual dimension which I 
really appreciate as I do not have a clear idea of something larger than myself, God or the 
Universe. 

On this particular occasion, a phone session together, we were able to achieve what we 
defined as a level of Heart Felt Conversation that took us into another dimension in which 
all our senses were clearer and brighter, including our felt sense and kinesthetic sense. We 
take time to ground, to take in a sense of other, and to “clear a space”, Focusing on what is 
present to us right now. 

I become aware of wondering if some Heart Felt Conversations are more heartfelt 
than others, so we explored what ‘heartfelt ” means . . . “It’s about pausing, being still, check-
ing inside” . . . “It’s as though we can feel the breeze between us” . . . “It’s an awareness of self 
as synonym for Heart Felt” . . . “ It’s only possible if you pause and check in” . . . “It’s also 
what you sense when you DO that . . . ” 

While we are talking I am looking out at the lake, and I can see a buoy bopping in 
the wake of a boat, and it brings to mind the way in which we remain afloat when we are 
listening to someone who is experiencing a strong emotion. So I share the idea that we are 
able to stay grounded and whole as the emotion flows over us as if we are the buoy bobbing 
in the water. My partner picks up the image and confirms yes, this is how to stay grounded 
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and in place when the wake is an overwhelming emotion of the other person. We can watch 
the buoy on the edge of the lake. The waves are going by it, but IT stays in place . . . it’s not 
going anywhere. My partner shares that she can feel it in the center of her body. It’s not tak-
ing energy to be there . . . keeping an image of the buoy in the lake, the waves do go around 
it, it really is grounded. I too can sense the solidity, the groundedness that enables me to be 
like the buoy that is attached to the bottom of the lake so it isn’t moved by the wake. 

My partner feels this image will be helpful when she meets a woman she finds dif-
ficult at the spiritual retreat the next week. And for her what came next is the idea that 
“something beyond me, beyond chair, floor, gravity, gives me my spiritual grounding . . . for 
me, it’s my connection to the universe.”

I then share that for me there is a connection between our senses and groundedness, 
and when we are grounded, all of our senses get heightened, to see, taste, touch and feel 
(felt senses). Together we wondered “WHY is it heightened when I’m in this space?” My 
partner realises that it is as if the cobwebs get cleared away, the mist rises. We share that 
when we are in Grounded Presence, we take up a different volume . . . we have a different 
quality . . . are we being transformed . . . yes! 

At this point we are both marvelling at where we are going in our Heart Felt Connec-
tion. The connection is such that we hardly need to speak as we explore this extraordinary 
awareness together. Fortunately my partner has a better understanding of what ‘Spiritual’ 
entails, so she is able to voice the idea that comes to her next: “Something spiritual comes 
to us through the senses!!” Wow!! What an idea, that spiritual comes through the senses!! 

I then ask, “What if this was simple?” Together we come to the next realisation . . . “The 
body is activated” . . . “Everything it can do, it’s able to do better . . . in a kind of unison or 
integration.” “This is the whole in Wholebody Focusing”. 

We savour this together, and then she adds, “We are doing this with our minds. It’s 
our way of thinking about it that is creating this unison.” Her comment moves me to say, 
“Perhaps it is the whole body that is ‘doing’ it, and our mind is a partner that is putting some 
words to the whole experience . . . choosing the most resonant words, understanding that it 
can never say all of it.” In fact, we feel the energy of what our partner is NOT saying . . . not 
because it’s being withheld, but because it’s there to be sensed. We stop and take this all in, 
and the idea comes forth in me, “I can kind of feel what you’re NOT saying . . . I hear your 
words and let them drape over me.” 

As we both checked in with our Grounded Presence, we shared that we were feeling 
as though we were “two spirits walking through the woods.” For me this was so delicious 
I wanted to pause and take this all in. I was afraid that I would be overwhelmed by any 
additional ideas. Already there were tears in my eyes and a welling of feeling in my heart. 

The question came from my partner, “How does one recreate it when the going gets 
tough?” We really take time to reflect on how this Heart Felt Conversation was for each of 
us today. We agreed that the quality of heartfelt-ness that we had achieved in our session was 
amazing. We had gone to a level that is not available to everybody. With a laugh of delight 
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we agreed that someday, when we’re far more advanced, we will be Celestial Angels!! This 
moment felt like enlightenment or more accurately “in-lightenment”.

I got off the phone flabbergasted at what I had discovered—that this sense that I’d 
had of being connected was ‘spiritual’. Something spiritual comes to us through the senses!! 
This sense that the birds were talking to me, the leaves waving at me, the trees supporting 
me was spiritual, blew me away. It was as if a bolt of lightning had hit me, followed by the 
roar of thunder directly overhead. This realization was life changing, and I am grateful 
for having had this experience with my partner who could name what we had experienced 
together. Ironically it is through the relationship with my body that I have found what I have 
been looking for, a relationship with something bigger than me, a spiritual awareness of the 
Universe.

the eFFect on my LIFe

There are two aspects to the effect that this experience has had on my life: one con-
cerns the nature of the “conversation” that made the experience possible and the other con-
cerns the personal impact that this new insight about spirituality has had on my life. 

First, how was it that we were able to have such a “conversation” without being physi-
cally present to one another? How was this different from a regular conversation? Of pri-
mary importance, was the fact that we were in Grounded Presence and that we consciously 
stayed in Grounded Presence throughout our conversation. Just as water can flow in a river 
when the ice blocks have melted, no longer held back by the ice, and the water can once more 
rush onwards to the expansiveness of the sea.

By being in Grounded Presence, we were totally connected with ourselves and with 
our environment in an expanded way. As an Alexander Technique teacher, I regard this way 
of being as removing all the blockages to the flow of energy within our bodies, and when 
we are able to do this, we are free to move, to relate, and to engage. This also enables us to 
be one with our environment where the boundaries between us and our surroundings melt 
so we are more available and open. Picture a balloon in which the rubber has become more 
porous so air can go in and out, and thus it can float. Thus our sphere of influence becomes 
greater.

So when we partners come together, our spheres of influence can overlap and blend. 
We are separate and one at the same time. Thoughts are energy, and within this blended 
influence there is no resistance to energy. Quite the contrary, the energy flow is encouraged. 
As we talked, we became very excited by the energy flowing as the thoughts came quicker 
and clearer, and words hardly had to be spoken as the energy went back and forth. Within the 
“conversation” there is trust, acknowledgement, encouragement and acceptance. This is all 
due to our mutual Grounded Presence and such conversations are so exhilarating!! 

I am grateful that I have been able to have this “heartfelt conversation” with my 
partner. My partner’s spiritual life is a part of her sphere of influence, and as our spheres 
connected under Grounded Presence, I could allow the overlap of our spheres and let it in.
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Needless to say, for me the fact that I discovered that I can now access this spirituality 
for myself has given me enormous comfort. When I take my daily walks, I am one with my 
surroundings. I experience the presence of the birds, squirrels and chipmunks, the ducks and 
the loons as if they were my friends and even an extension of myself. Even the clouds above 
are part of me. I am no longer alone. I have support from the world around me. I am grateful 
for the new way of being. 

Kit is a body mind therapist specialising in grief and a teacher of the Alexander Technique 
and Mindfulness. She lives in Montreal. 

Contact: kit@amindfulmoment.com
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Focusing and Black Magic 

Lyly Rojas, Ph.D.

I have always loved fairy tales and have written and published them, myself. When 
I moved to Indonesia to live in the jungles and catalogue the activities of 2,5000 shamans 
living on one particular island, I felt transported into another world. I was living a fairy tale 
existence complete with magicians of white magic and magicians of black magic. And the 
locals sometimes whispered, rather unnervingly, things that mixed both.

My house was a bamboo hut set right in the middle of the fields considered to be the 
realm of practitioners of the most potent black magic. Perfect.

Over much struggle and time I struck up a friendship, as well as a collegial relation-
ship, with a particular shaman who was respected as a great teacher of meditation, as well 
as beloved white magician.

Over many congenial, delightful visits he introduced me to his various methods of 
meditation and I shared Vipassana or Tonglen or other forms that I taught in the West. He 
was interested in seemingly everything. 

One particular morning I was in his hut with only one of his many assistants present. 
The venerated shaman, whom I felt so fortunate to know personally, and from whom I had 
learned so much, told me that it was time to share with me a very elevated form of meditation 
that had been handed down in his family of healers for generations. He called it The Seven 
Bridges. 

In this method, he explained, each bridge spans higher levels of consciousness culmi-
nating in a deeply ecstatic state wherein one left one’s body to see one’s life as it really exists 
unconnected to the pull of daily life and the body’s constant needs. An experience of the 
invisible power beyond the visible weight of life is what he was offering.

As someone trained in the neurosciences and having long-term spiritual practices, 
including Focusing, I was deeply intrigued. I was honored that after so much time spent with 
him exchanging religious, philosophical, and cosmological ideas/practices that he would 
invite me into his “inner sanctum.” Gently, he led me into one, two, then three bridges. 
Around the fourth, instead of increasing calmness, as I’d always experienced with his teach-
ings before, came great discomfort. 

As a Focusing trainer, I knew about paying attention to sudden discomfort. As a medi-
tator and plain ol’ average trusting/curious soul, I planned to just keep following him to the 
next bridges.

About the sixth level, in a deep state of altered awareness, I began to Focus on what 
was quickly becoming a fear of, rather than a surrendering to, his process. Simultaneously, 
I began the complicated dance of listening to him, monitoring the effects of what he was 
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guiding me to do (did I really start to feel myself leave my body and soar freely in the sky 
around us above our village?)—and continue to stay with my body and Focus. 

An impossibly long time seemed to be passing by with paradoxes playing about—fear 
and doubt, trust and patience, the urge to run while my feet felt glued in place, respect for 
another while respecting me. I wondered if I was I truly having a magician’s style out-of-
body experience in a definitely not-Focusing-way, full of extreme exhaustion and anxiety, 
rather than compassion? Or was it all my rising panic due to the urge to be in control, or 
perhaps reflecting my lacks (of which there are many), compared to such a master?

Now in an altered state of consciousness and with a powerful shaman seemingly 
wanting to control me . . . or have power over me and my mind in an aggressive energetic 
form (he never physically touched me), my conjuring up reliable Focusing capabilities 
became alarmingly critical. This shaman was leading me in one direction and Focusing was 
leading me in another.

Focusing into my body I found that neither fear nor control were the handle—Attack 
was! From some deep place I had gotten that handle, “Attack!” This felt sense came even 
while I was most definitely in some type of trance state. No matter how illogical it may have 
seemed to some parts of me, these deepening “meditative” states he was taking me into were 
a threat to me somehow, jeopardizing . . . my ability to live?? . . . 

What? My body was sending me strong messages to “Protect”. Then, the felt sense 
unrolled even more—this venerable shaman/friend was attacking my ability and basic 
human right as a person, a me, inside my own body, to live in an inner way, without inter-
ference of any kind even from a master of ancient, powerful, or useful rituals.

In a dazed muddle I began to receive new felt senses of pushing and emptying. He 
was extracting large masses of energy from me. Some part of me was attempting to find 
large masses of energy, for myself. Eventually, I succeeded in finding, then pushing the large 
masses of energy back at him. With the split second, yet eternal window of time that only 
Focusing could have opened in me, I used all my strength energetically to scream in my 
head, “I will stop you!” And I began to push visions of precious waves of energy that I sorely 
needed myself back at him.

Eventually, I somehow forced myself to open my eyes. His face was distorted in a 
smirk. I still did not understand much of what was happening or what his intentions for 
the final seventh bridge might have been. I simply honored the felt senses of attack, and 
definitely betrayal. I trusted that he was indeed, attacking me in some way that was not clear 
to me, but was definitely a reality to my deeper body.

“Dear colleague,” he said, “you are not a polite guest in my home.”

“No,” I answered, “and you are not a polite guest in my mind nor anywhere in my 
energy field or body.” 

Then, when I could move my legs by Focusing first into a tiny spot that had some 
energy and building from there . . . toes, foot, knee, leg . . . I got up unsteadily, wobbly, con-
fused, yet firm. I told him that I would never again be a guest in his home nor he in mine.



168 • The Folio • 2013

Remembering my curiosity and thrill that this healer would share “trade secrets” with 
me, another part of me also smirked at me saying, “Pride cometh before a fall.” Well, that, 
too, I suppose I felt—and I left.

In the here and now, years after this time, when I am low in energy or spirit, ill or 
needing to understand some life event that seems mysterious or inexplicable, I remember my 
jungle life, this jungle incident, this dance which I have rarely spoken about—certainly never 
written about for others. To me, it is a story as much about gratitude for Focusing saving 
my life in some way that I will never know, as it is a teaching story, an inner guide for the 
complexities of consciousness.

I knew then and still know, that there is such a phenomenon as white magic or helpful 
magic, and definitely black magic—both of which I had endless occasions to witness over 
long years of living among shamans. Both magical polarities can have wondrous results 
whether for the good of others, or not. My fellow scientists might be skeptical or use other 
words but to me, magic is.

I’d never have thought when I first became a Focusing Trainer, that one day I’d meet 
a trickster, a black magician/shaman posing as a humble healer, a practitioner of the white 
light. A trickster, that for whatever reasons, would use his formidable gifts and powers to 
attempt to harm me. And yet, through the strict attention of a long meditation practice and a 
Focusing trust in my own body’s wisdom, I was able to not get trapped by my own curiosity 
and pride and a shaman’s wish to abuse that curiosity—I was able to get out of harm’s way. 
Who would ever have thought so? Was all this, otherworldly? I don’t believe so. As I said, 
my fellow scientists might be skeptical or use other words, but to me, magic is. Focusing is.

Perhaps, sometime I’ll continue with these shamanic tales, and relate the story of a 
black magician’s wife who came to me for therapy, convinced that her husband was slowly, 
imperceptibly killing her. But for now, I leave the reader with this story of Focusing and 
the Seven Bridges, and how it came to save my life in more than one way, in more than one 
culture, in more than one paradigm. 

Dr. Lyly Rojas is a humanitarian/professor teaching internationally to organizations, busi-
nesses, and universities, U.N. She is a specialist in Peacemaking, human slavery and tor-
ture. The focus of her work is in healing fragmentation—from the personal to the global. 
Presently she is working on her book: From Inner Peace to World Peace—and all the 
Pieces in Between. Her article, Focusing in War Zones can be found on the Focusing Insti-
tute website. 

Email: choosingpeace@hotmail.com

mailto:choosingpeace@hotmail.com
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No More Force: A cry To Be HeArd

Kathy Roy

Almost ten years ago, I wrote down a quote from the book Eternal Echoes by John 
O’Donohue. The quote intrigued me and set me in search of a way to live the truth the 
statement pointed towards. The quote said: “When you come into the rhythm of your nature, 
things happen of themselves.” It wasn’t until I found Wholebody Focusing that I discovered 
how this could be true, that life could unfold, on its own, without me pushing it.

It slowly unraveled; the conditioned response I had to push myself to my absolute 
limit and to my place of exhaustion. I didn’t even know I was pushing, the action was so 
unconscious. It has taken over three years for the patterning to completely unwind and let me 
go, but I finally feel free of it. I am now able to give myself permission to go with the flow 
and embrace my natural rhythm. 

The unraveling began as I was standing in my kitchen one day, getting ready to pre-
pare supper and I simply could not make myself do it. My whole body was screaming at me 
to stop and listen to it. I felt like a robot, going through the motions of opening the fridge 
door and doing what I should be doing to prepare supper. All I could hear were the words, “I 
don’t want to!” The voice was so loud, I couldn’t help but stop. 

I came to a standing position and closed my fridge. I took a moment to find my feet 
and connect to the support of the floor and the ground. I paused and I made space for this 
voice that was so loud. This moment was the beginning of a three year journey of listening 
and making space for a deeply ingrained pattern to release, and this first encounter was 
very significant. Something deep in my being needed to be heard, it had been pushed aside 
for long enough and it now had my full attention. I believe the pattern began to reveal itself 
when it did because it knew I was developing the resources I needed to be with it through 
the practice of Wholebody Focusing.

As I came to grounded presence in my kitchen that day, tears began to flow down my 
cheeks. These were tears of compassion toward myself. My body began to show me how I 
have been my own drill sergeant in life, making demands on myself that I didn’t want to 
carry through, but had pushed myself to do anyway. I was struck by how often I force myself 
to do things that I don’t want to do. All these small violations toward Self had built up to 
be a huge dam blocking off the flow of life within. I had been struggling with a migraine 
all day, and when I quietly turned inward to make space for the migraine to be there, what I 
heard was a voice screaming, “I don’t want to!” This was a voice of someone in great distress 
and great rebellion. This voice was screaming and yelling, through the pain of my migraine 
because it wanted me to listen to it. This was not a whinny voice. This was a voice desperate 
for someone to pay attention and hear what it had to say.
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I was astounded as I spent time with this voice and allowed it to speak. It was ada-
mantly saying “no more violations toward Self”. This was self with a capital S; the Self at the 
core of who I am, my very essence. There were many little violations I made towards myself 
in a day, this voice was saying. It wanted to change that and didn’t want to do anything that 
was not authentically coming from the deeper connection to my larger Self. It did not want 
to be pushed to cook supper with a migraine; it did not want to work at all in that moment. 
It was exhausted and did not want to go on like this. The voice of my inner body wisdom 
shifted to my adrenal glands. I could feel that they were exhausted from being constantly 
pushed to do more and more and more.

My adrenals were showing me that every time I push myself to do something in the 
moment that I do not want to do, I am committing a violation toward Self. This nagging 
voice that had been popping up all day saying ‘I don’t want to’, was not the voice of resis-
tance that I thought it was; it was the voice of justice. It was the voice that was screaming 
at me to stop pushing myself around because it finds it abusive. As I listened and gave my 
presence to this part that was feeling abused and pushed around, I understood what it was 
trying to help me see; this is not a life-giving approach to being.

The voice that caught my attention was not saying ‘I don’t want to’ out of stubborn-
ness, like I first thought. This was a voice that was pleading with me to discover compassion 
toward Self. It was a part of my being making a declaration to stop the boot-camp approach 
to life, to stop pushing and ignoring the parts of myself that needed tenderness and time to 
rest and reconnect with the flow of life.

Over the next three years, the pattern began to emerge more and more in my Whole-
body Focusing sessions. I discovered that there were parts of myself that knew how to 
work in a harmonious way, without the pushing and the striving energy. As the conditioned 
response to push forward began to let go, I discovered more freedom to listen to the inner-
directed movements of my body as I worked. I began to allow myself to take naps, stretch, 
and pause throughout my day and to really check-in with myself. I discovered that since I 
became self-employed, I was a much harder boss on myself than any other employer I had 
ever worked with. Underneath the sergeant directing my inner boot-camp, I discovered an 
overwhelming fear that I would never discover satisfaction or fulfillment at the level of my 
soul if I did not push myself to move forward constantly. The fear was driving my behavior, 
not the love of my work, like I wanted. As I continued to listen and allow the various parts 
of myself that were caught in the net of this conditioned response of pushing and striving to 
be heard, I began to soften. 

I have now found a place inside that delights in tenderness and compassion toward 
Self. It is beginning to trust that there is a combination of soft strength that carries me 
toward fulfilling my dreams. I am discovering I don’t have to try so hard, but I do need to 
listen to the guidance that comes through my body wisdom so I see the next life-forward 
movement as it appears. I am discovering a more relaxing and trusting approach to life. I 
am discovering flow as I listen inwardly to the aspects within me that need my conscious 
awareness and nurturing.
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Through listening in a Wholebody Focusing way to a recurring pattern of pain in my 
left shoulder, I discovered that this shoulder held all my tension and my panic around a belief 
that I don’t know what to do. There was a tremendous fear that I felt as searing, hot pain 
stuck in the tissue of the front and back of my left shoulder. This pain felt that it needed to 
know all of the answers, and it needed to know what to say in advance of even being asked a 
question. This part was scared of being caught unaware, and it was holding itself tight with 
resistance. As I allowed the pain to be there, exactly like it was, and gave it permission to feel 
itself fully, it began to become aware that I don’t have to know all the answers. Actually, I 
don’t need to know any of the answers. I just need to show up in the moment and allow infor-
mation to pass through me. If I am connected within myself and connected to the universal 
field of energy, then I am also connected to the universal field of knowing, and information 
is then free to come to me. I become a receiver of information. Answers appear when I need 
them, there is nothing to figure out, nothing to stay ahead of, nothing to fear. When I relax, 
I connect. My shoulder was showing me that when I tense up, I cut myself off from the flow 
of life and the answers and solutions available to me.

As I continued to allow my body to make space for the stiffness and soreness in my 
shoulder, the message came that to flow with life was to play. I began to experience the felt 
sense that life is about playing and it is about experimenting, and there is nothing to get right 
about living life. There is no right and there is no wrong way to live my life. There is only 
doing what emerges as the natural next step that feels right in the moment. As I continued 
to listen to the inward movements of my body through Wholebody Focusing sessions, I 
began to feel a sensation, like divine grace, wrapping around me and telling me that I can 
do nothing wrong. There is no right way to live in each moment; there is only the contrac-
tion and expansion of Life as it passes through me, and as these waves of Life pass through 
me, they mobilize and create action. The blessed assurance let me know there is nothing to 
get right, and when I allowed myself to fully take that message in, my body relaxed. Life 
is light and I have made it heavy by resisting and thinking there is something I am missing 
and pushing harder and harder for a breakthrough. Pushing has only created separation and 
tension within me. I now understand that I do not need to push at all; I simply need to flow 
and life will happen. Life itself will live through me. The good and the bad may happen, but 
as I relax into each moment, I know exactly what to do with the good and the bad because in 
the end, they are simply experiences.

The pattern of pushing and straining has unraveled slowly, and as it has, it has revealed 
a new pattern of being for me. It is a pattern of meandering and following the slower pace of 
my soul that is connected to Life in ways my mind alone cannot fathom. I trust the mystery 
of life more with each passing day. I am awed by how experiences I would have labeled good 
or bad, right or wrong, have now simply become experiences, and the need to judge them 
as one way or another is fading. I am finding the rhythm of my nature, and as I find this, I 
discover that I am closer to the divine presence in each moment than I ever thought possible. 

In the last Focusing session I had around this pattern, I knew that something major 
had shifted forever. I began the session with a sense that there was a battery pack in the 
center of my chest. This battery pack was calm and insulated and almost unemotional. As I 
continued to be with it, I felt a sense of calmness and something inside wondered if some-
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thing was wrong because calmness was foreign. I began to feel tiny twinges in my belly and 
as I gave those twinges space to be there, I heard, through my felt sense: “You don’t know 
what peace is.” And then it began to show me.

Inner peace is not about feeling the polar opposites of emotions; peace is about find-
ing the neutral calm within. This neutral calm felt so foreign in my belly, yet as this area 
was activated, it began to reveal that calmness is not about being void of feeling; it is simply 
that I am not caught up in the feelings. I observe the feelings from this neutral and calm 
place and continue to be connected to peace. As I stayed with the sensations in my belly, I 
was touched to the depths of my being with an inner knowing that emotion isn’t what makes 
me come alive; presence is. This place deep within, showed me that I have been so used to 
being caught up in emotion that inner calm felt foreign, yet it was telling me that this calm 
place of non-duality was not lifeless; it was where ALL life is. Something deep in my belly 
began to wake up and come more alive in response to this awareness and the left and right 
sides of my body became activated. Left side felt bewildered and right side held space for 
left side to be bewildered. Then a slow and steady pulse came up through my abdomen and 
right ear and the words that came with the sensation were, “there is no rushing in space, you 
are made of neutral space.” My stomach began to gurgle and my head felt fuzzy and then 
what began to emerge was:

“You can’t push space.”

“You just be You.”

From my left side, the question came: “But who am I? Without all the emotion, who 
am I?”

The response from within was: “You are clarity, without all the emotion and the push-
ing, you are clarity and you are light. Stepping out of the fog of emotion, you are stepping 
into new life.”

My left arm was bewildered and a question emerged from it: “What do I do?”

The rest of my body responded: “You live! You notice without attaching to it.”

My left arm was still bewildered and it asked: “But how do you care for things if 
you’re not attached?”

The rest of my body responded: “With lightness. There is more room because every-
thing is so light. You can smile on everything because it is so light. Your work is not a 
reflection of who you are. You are Okay.”

I felt a gentle touch on my abdomen, like a breeze blowing through a window. It 
felt like lightness and it was an assurance that I am whole, there is nothing missing and it 
conveyed to me that there is no hurry, do your work lightly, caring does not have to be heavy.

My whole being felt embraced by a softness that was cool and refreshing and the 
gentle assurance that felt like an Echo from the Eternal “YOU have never been rejected.”
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When this session came to an end, I knew that the pattern that had ruled my life for 
years had come to an end. I felt set free and understood that the fear of rejection was the core 
issue that drove me so hard, for years, pushing me beyond my limits to get it right.

Today, I know how to connect to that calmness within. This place of non-dual neu-
trality that is light and spacious is becoming more and more accessible. My journey to stop 
pushing myself and to try harder has not been a simple one, but it has brought me closer to 
understanding what it means to come into the rhythm of my nature and listen to the Eternal 
Echoes of Life ripple through me, showing me the next life forward movement. I feel like I 
walk through life with more grace and ease now that calmness has found a home within me.

Kathy Roy lives in Nova Scotia, Canada where she operates her business, Spirit Garden 
Wellness Programs and Services—named Spirit Garden because she believes that we must 
tend to our soul’s essence with the same loving care that we would nurture any garden. 
Kathy is a certified Wholebody Focusing Trainer, Adult Educator, energy practitioner and 
Spiritual Director. She delights in offering programs, services and retreats that help people 
connect, listen and discover their inner wisdom and inner truth. Recently, Kathy became a 
Wholebody Focusing Coordinator in Training. 

She can be reached at: info@spiritgarden.ca.
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A Good Motel

Marian Sandmaier 

Our group was gearing up to do something called “Clearing a Space.” I thought 
immediately of housecleaning and its signature sounds and smells—the humming of the 
vacuum, the Pledge-dampened rags, my mother urging my sister and I to maintain high 
standards. “Don’t miss the tops of the books, girls!” 

I snapped back to attention. From the little I’d heard so far, Focusing was a pretty 
detailed process, with various and sundry steps and stages. If I spaced out now, I’d likely 
never catch up. 

On this cloudy morning in March 2012, I was sitting in a circle with 30-some strang-
ers for a daylong session called “Focusing: Contacting Your Creative Flow.” It was the “cre-
ative flow” part that had brought me here; if something called Focusing could get me some 
of that, I was game. 

Before the session got underway, I perched on my metal chair and surreptitiously 
looked around the circle. I was aware of a familiar flutter inside me, a sensation that often 
took hold when I was with people I didn’t know, but felt I should impress in some low-key 
yet memorable way. I batted away the feelings; they were old, bad news.

Then our teacher, a graceful woman who radiated warmth, began to tell us about 
Focusing. I started to feel calmer. A few minutes into her introduction, she invited us to 
briefly “go inside” and contact a “felt sense” of ourselves. I closed my eyes. Right away I felt 
the fluttering again, only now it was more insistent, like a drumstick beating on my heart. 

“Try to find a word, a phrase, or an image that matches your felt sense,” our teacher 
suggested. Anxious, I decided. I sighed. Because our teacher clearly believed in the value 
of staying with whatever came up, and because I theoretically did too, I didn’t bat away the 
anxiety this time. I just sat there, letting the drumstick thwack at my chest.

But now, something else was nipping at me. Even higher up in my body. It was like—
like something was clutching at my throat, trying to close it off. Until this moment, I’d been 
aware of no such feeling. Along with the throat-groping, I felt something like wings flapping, 
slowly, repeatedly, through my upper body. What was it? A word came: Sad. 

There was no time to be amazed by this feeling-I-had-no-clue-about, because our 
teacher was continuing to explain the various steps of the Focusing process. After a bit, we 
were ready to start Clearing a Space. This involved gathering up the difficult feelings or 
problems we’d identified and packaging up each one. 

“Place each package on the floor, at a distance from you that feels comfortable,” our 
teacher instructed. “You may want to put the package right in front of you. Or you might 
want to put it all the way across the room. Whatever feels right to you.’’ 
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I tried it out. Mentally holding my distress in the palm of one hand, like a pillow or 
an infant, I rummaged around for an imaginary box. But something felt wrong. For some 
reason, I didn’t want to package anything up. Not my anxiety; not my sadness, either. Now 
that I’d spent a few minutes with each of these doleful beings, I could sense that they wanted 
something a little different.

Without warning, an image popped into my head. Specifically, I saw a motel. 

But hold on. This motel was not the kind of seedy, peeling structure that you might see 
along a commercial strip, trumpeting its availability with a blinking red “Open” sign. The 
motel of my mind was pristine, even elegant, its rooms curved around a serene, elm-shaded 
lake. Each unit faced the water and opened up onto a terrace from which an occupant could 
commune with the water, the sheltering trees and the mountains beyond. The only thing that 
made it a motel, really, was its signature one-story design.

“Okay, guys, let’s go,” I said, leading my two woeful charges toward the building. 
First, I escorted Anxiety Girl to her quarters. As we entered the sunlit, cozily furnished 
room, the fragrant aroma of fresh-brewed coffee greeted us. The coffeepot, which stood at 
the ready on a table in front of the sofa, was surrounded by heaps of homemade sandwiches 
and bite-sized desserts. Several of the desserts featured chocolate. 

“Help yourself,” I urged. “Have some lunch. Enjoy the scenery. I’ll just be gone a little 
while. We’ll talk more later.”

Then I took Sad Girl to her room next door, which had been set up exactly the same 
way. I invited her, too, to kick back and relax, and be assured that I’d be back to chat. “Soon.” 
I said.

I smile when I remember what happened in the moments after I welcomed my guests 
into their rooms. Their faces reflected a whole parade of responses, from confusion to dis-
belief to a kind of slow, spreading delight. Each one dove for her couch, snuggled into a 
corner and reached for a dessert. Without a word, they seemed to say: How could you have 
known that all of this . . . this particular kind of room, furnishings, food, view, and promised 
company . . . was exactly what we’d been needing?

What happened after that is hard to describe, in part because of the sheer intensity 
of the experience. Once I’d installed my guests in their respective rooms and the Clearing 
a Space exercise drew to a close, I noticed how light I felt. How easy it was to inhale and 
exhale. Everything inside me felt swathed in feathers. There was nothing to watch out for. 
Nothing to accomplish. Nothing to prevent. I couldn’t remember ever feeling so free.

For the remaining several hours of the workshop, the other people in the room seemed 
different to me. They no longer felt like strangers, but it was more than that. My earlier need 
to get them to notice me, approve of me, had melted away. I hung out with my co-Focusers 
as we traded experiences, drew pictures, wrote poetry and danced our way through the 
afternoon. Everything felt easy, to an almost extravagant degree—including contacting my 
“creative flow.”
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In the days and weeks afterward, I was on the lookout for the “workshop effect.” I 
define this phenomenon as the rush of well being that many of us experience in the wake of 
intense group work, followed by the steady, sometimes precipitous decline of these feelings. 
What astonishes me is that I still haven’t experienced the second part of the “workshop 
effect.” The sense of flowing, rather than straining, remains with me. 

I don’t mean to say that I’ve gone on feeling as intensely, cartwheel-turning happy 
as I did during my first Focusing experience. Since that day, I’ve met up with plenty more 
fear, grief, helplessness and hair-trigger reactivity—the whole catastrophe. The difference is 
that I no longer experience these feelings as despised losers, fit only for banishment to an 
emotional Siberia. 

To be more accurate, I often still do experience them that way. But the feelings don’t 
hound and exhaust me like they did before. After the initial, knee-jerk ugh reaction, which 
might last from several minutes to a few hours, I usually remember something to the effect 
of—“Ahh! They just need a good motel room!”

I’ve found that what these forlorn souls need, really, is just a little special attention in 
order to calm down and show their real faces—which, by the way, are much younger and far 
less formidable than I’d thought. They make me think of a poem by Jana Prikryl that I came 
across recently, which begins this way: 

I look down and see through my skin
To the infant inside; he grows horns on his head
But my seeing it makes them go away.

I think that’s just right. It’s not as though my sadness and anxiety are now my best 
buddies, forever linking arms and singing Kumbaya in three-part harmony. We’ll need to get 
to know each much other better before we can call each other friends. But the big shift is that 
now, I feel something in me that genuinely cares for them. And I’m showing it. They have 
their rough edges, some of them needle-sharp and painful. Nonetheless, they’re absolutely 
worthy of homemade sandwiches on whole grain, a room bathed in light and a lakefront view. 

Yes, I know, it’s a motel. And no, I can’t hang out with them constantly. Girls, I tell 
them, I’m doing the best I can. I do come visit fairly often. When I arrive they’re usually out 
of chocolate, so I try to remember to bring along a fresh supply. 

Not long ago, we all walked down to the lake together and waded in. We were silent, 
intent on our own thoughts. Then, somebody splashed somebody else and suddenly we were 
laughing ourselves breathless, which at first felt strange, and then didn’t at all. 

After a bit we went quiet again, listening to the trees exhale. Then, one by one, we 
flipped over on our backs and spread our arms way out to the sides, like sleeping children. 
We floated along, our faces tipped toward the sun. 

Marian Sandmaier is a Philadelphia-area writer and editor specializing in psychology 
and behavior. She is currently working on a memoir. Email: mariansandmaier@gmail.com
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MeMoir: The Beginning of a friendship

Bebe Simon

Many years ago, the Focusing Institute had weeklong workshops at Villa Redeemer 
in Glenview, IL. There, the weeklong workshops were born, and later the Focusing Interna-
tional Conferences began—with of course, the famous Focusing Follies.

Bala Jaison and Mary McGuire came up with the original idea of a weeklong training. 
Bala always came down from Canada each time to help with the planning and co-teach with 
Mary. Participants would come from out of town, out of state, and other countries, wanting 
to learn Focusing, or seeking more experience as a follow-up to previously taken weekend 
workshops. 

The rooms at the retreat center were very small, but each person had their own little 
private space. We were able to offer a variety of activities, break-out sessions, and of course 
Focusing training and time to practice. Reva Bernstein, a long-time Focusing trainer, became 
well-known for bringing all sorts of artistic materials with her. She organized wonderful 
creative and playful sessions. Some people drew pictures and some wrote poetry, some made 
mandalas and, at times, there might have even been some chanting.

Because I was only able to participate for part of the time, on one occasion when I 
arrived, I noticed that something new had been scheduled. 

A list was posted for each Trainer. Participants could choose whomever they wished 
to sign-up with for a half-hour session. Most of the people on my list were people that I 
already knew and had worked with at other times. But there was one man who was unknown 
to me. He chose me to work with and I wondered why? When we came together to have our 
Focusing time I asked him, mostly out of curiosity, how he had come to chose me . . . ? He 
told me simply, that some of the other participants had suggested it. Ummm . . . I wondered 
who . . . ?

Then I asked what he was wanting . . . from me . . . from the session . . . He started off 
in a very weary tone, saying that he knew that if he wanted help he would have to tell the 
story—yet again. I heard that he was sick of telling the story, but then he added that he didn’t 
think there was any other way—except to tell it again. I quickly reassured him that retelling 
the whole tale was not necessary, and that took him by surprise. I told him that since he knew 
the story very well I didn’t need to know the story—all he had to do was . . . go inside . . . and 
be with whatever was there about the story . . . 

He got quiet for a few minutes . . . then suddenly he gasped! . . .  as it literally took his 
breath away, and he said, “It’s on my side!” I just reflected, “It’s on your side!” More silence, 
followed by a second gasp and he said, “And I thought it was the enemy!” I had no idea about 
his content, but clearly he did. I simply reflected his statement. I made no comment to him, 
but mused to myself how much can happen for a person/Focuser, when given the space, the 
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time, and the presence of a Listener. For myself, I felt so pleased and fulfilled to know that 
he had such a big shift in such a short period of time. 

I can’t remember right now, any of the details following this short but amazing shift 
that he had experienced. There wasn’t much time left in the session, and yet he had gotten 
everything he needed—and more. I hadn’t done very much and yet I felt so confirmed in 
knowing that simply listening and reflecting was all that I needed to do. Shortly after this 
Focusing session the workshop came to a close. 

He came over to say goodbye to me and as he shook my hand he said, “You don’t 
know this, but I am saying goodbye to you in a new voice.” There are no words to express 
how very moved I was. What had I really done? I sat with him, I listened as deeply and 
presently as I knew how to do—and—his words were a fresh confirmation to me that deep-
process, i.e. Focusing, was my preferred way of working. I didn’t need to know the content, 
the details, or the story. At some point in time later, I was surprised to find out that he had 
been a stutterer, but I never asked him about it. 

Some time later . . . he returned for the very first summer school, which was actually 
for four weeks, but people could decide how much time they wanted to spend there. He 
stayed for the whole time. That was when we got better acquainted, and as fate would have 
it, we wound up becoming very good friends—for the rest of his life. 

He invited me to his home in North Carolina to teach Focusing to some of his friends. 
He later asked me to assist him with his consulting work in Chicago. Many years later, he 
very sadly became ill and withstood many years of treatment. At some point, his choice was 
to refuse any further treatment, and he spent his last days peacefully in hospice care. He had 
no close family, and to my total astonishment he left me $10,000. I started a scholarship fund 
in his name—and his memory. 

For many years I assisted Eugene Gendlin in his weekend workshops, which were 
held ten months of the year. Later, I assisted Mary McGuire, who became the Director 
of the Focusing Institute. She asked me to take on teaching Level 1, then level 2, until the 
Institute transferred locations from Chicago to New York. Then, I began conducting my 
own workshops in Oak Park, Il. with James Turk assisting me. Today I have a website with 
live stream video: www.focusingforlife.org

Edward Danforth, is the designer of my site, my webmaster, and also my assistant teacher. 
He monitors my site and delivers email messages in person, Therefore, I can most easily 
be reached by phone: (708) 524-1114. (I will return all phone calls regardless of distance!) 

http://www.focusingfor
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How Focusing Helped Me Release tHe  
tangled Knotted Rope

John L Threadgold, B.A. (Hons) M.A.

My JouRney into Focusing 

I am going to start off with a story of how Focusing has changed my life. On January 
2005 I completed my first Introduction to Focusing Workshop, with Peter Afford, a Focus-
ing teacher in Great Britain. Over that weekend, I discovered that by just paying gentle 
non-judgmental attention to how my body reacted to my life issues, those issues shifted, felt 
different, and that I could change on a deep level. 

From this experience I went on to do a Focusing Skills Certificate, most of the work 
of a Practitioner Certificate, and completed an MA in Focusing and Experiential Psycho-
therapy, at the University of East Anglia. 

I am going to recall and share one of my own Focusing sessions, which took place 
during my training in Focusing. 

BacKgRound 

Back in 2003, I experienced the sad and distressing death of my mother. My mother 
was very ill in hospital. Although I had, along with my sister and father, kept vigil at the 
hospital, keeping Mum company, I decided on Sunday, February 9th to go to a Church Ser-
vice—something that Mum, as a devout Christian, would have approved of. I recall thinking 
that Mum would not die that day. I was sure of it, hence, I was surprised when half way 
through the service, my phone began to vibrate, and I rushed out of the Church to find my 
father on the other end of the line. My mother was dying, and I needed to get to the hospital, 
right away. Although I jumped in my car, and drove as fast as I could, I missed my mother’s 
death, by about 10 minutes. As I drove to the hospital, I had only one aim in mind—to get 
there as speedily and safely as possible. I remember praying that Mum would not pass away 
until I arrived. I felt so guilty about not being with Mum, when she passed into eternity. 

Several years later, probably in 2005 on a Focusing training course, I got a vivid 
picture of a dirty knotted rope in my stomach. It felt knotted, painful, tangled up, and very 
uncomfortable. There was some guilt there, and something else that I could not identify, but 
which was very painful. I said hallo to it, kept it company, and knew that this picture and 
the distressing feelings of being knotted were related to my Mum’s death. Because it was 
a training session I did not have the time to complete the healing process. However about 
a week later, I had a dream. The knotted rope re-appeared in my dream. There were lots 
of negative feelings including guilt and pain. Then two things happened. The Knotted rope 
began to spontaneously untangle. At the same time I heard my own voice say to me, “I have 
now forgiven myself for not being with Mum when she died.” In the dream, I felt this huge 
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release of tension in my body, radiating from my stomach, the guilt and the pain seemed to 
be dissolving; there was also a warm healing feeling that radiated from my stomach, and 
seemed to reach every part of my body. I woke up feeling that release of tension, and also 
very exhausted. 

As I said, my Mum was a devout Christian, so I knew that she would have forgiven me 
for not being with her. What I had not realised, was that I had carried this burden with me, 
for so many years, of not being with Mum when she died, and of not being able to forgive 
myself. It really is true that my body remembers and carries my burdens. I still regret my 
decision to go to church, which led to me not being with Mum at the point that she departed 
this world, however I have not re-experienced the agony and guilt of making that decision 
to go to church that morning. And I know that Mum would not have wanted me to carry it 
anyway. And I know that Mum, being a very generous woman, who was quick to forgive, 
and who loved me greatly, would have not wanted me to carry around this sense of guilt 
and burden for the rest of my life. I am also amazed as well, at how my body continued to 
work through healing this issue, even though I was not consciously aware that it was doing 
so. I was even more amazed that such a huge issue that weighed so heavily in my gut, was 
completed and healed in a dream. 

From this experience, I realised that the Focusing process works not only during the 
Focusing session itself, but that our amazing body continues to work on our issues, even 
after, although we may not be aware of how the body process is working at the time—as we 
get on with the rest of our lives. Also, my experience shows me that we can carry emotional 
burdens, for years, without even realising what we are doing. Our bodies do remember, and 
want to heal, if only we allow them to do so. 

I love Focusing, and I have watched many brave clients face that which is within, and 
begin to heal, just as I have done in my own life. They have travelled the journey that I have 
also travelled. I have a very privileged role, as a Focusing-Oriented psychotherapist. I would 
not swap what I do for anything else. 

John L Threadgold holds an M.A. in Focusing and Experiential Psychotherapy, and runs a 
private counselling service called New Focus Therapy. He offers guided Focusing, Focus-
ing-oriented Counselling and Supervision, and training in Focusing and Focusing-oriented 
Therapy. 

Find out more from his web site. www.newfocustherapy.co.uk 
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Loving PeoPLe into Being: 
An interactive Focusing experience

I feel exquisitely vulnerable in sharing this experience in a public journal. I am strug-
gling to find a way to share my words without overexposing the place inside me that feels so 
vulnerable. For purposes of this article, please call me “unnamed.” Thank you. 

PReFACe

The first time I truly doubted “reality” was when I was 6 years old. I had strep throat. 
I was delirious with a temperature over 106 degrees F, and I was hallucinating. I screamed 
to my mother that there were lions and tigers circling my bed. She said that if I opened my 
eyes they would go away, and then she left me alone for the night. I fearfully and hesitantly 
opened my eyes—the wild animals were still there, still circling. In that moment, I knew that 
there was a reality beyond that which my mother and other people knew. 

Throughout my childhood, I had a high degree of stress arising from my relation-
ship with my Mother, who was incapable of any empathy and gave twisted mirroring. (Her 
mother was psychotic from the time Mom was born.) I also experienced a number of serious 
traumatic events. I would like to add that nature and spirituality were deep resources for me, 
as was my childhood relationship with my Father who died when I was 21 and he was 46.

As a young teen, I began to have strange experiences that I called “reality shifts”. I 
told no one about them. They continued to happen a few times a week when I went away to 
college, and increased in frequency and severity until they would happen one or more times 
a day. 

During these reality shifts, everything would look strange and unreal, as if I had just 
landed from another planet. I would usually experience complete loss of my own personal 
history along with all context for whatever was happening. I could be in the middle of a 
conversation with someone, and then suddenly not have a clue who I was talking with, where 
I was, or what we were talking about. 

I often experienced sensory distortions and sometimes loss of control of my body. 
Loud sounds seemed to invade my very being. My college was near an airport. If an airplane 
flew overhead during its takeoff, I had to fight collapsing onto the ground. The noise filled 
everything. I was afraid to look in a mirror—the reflection of my eyes looked like an evil 
stranger’s. I tried not to look at my reflection. If I did, my hands might float up and start to 
choke me, or I would go weak and fall towards the floor. The groceries in the checkout line 
might glow in brilliant colors, and I would often have to ask the clerk for the year, not just 
the date. 

Sometimes my own thoughts felt like they didn’t belong to me, and were so loud that 
they were painful. As an instructor of Anatomy & Physiology, I would often turn around 
from writing on the board and see 26 faces looking at me expectantly. It was somewhat 
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terrifying, as I had no idea at all who I was or what we were doing. I could tell they were 
waiting on me to say something, but I had no idea what to say. 

Over time I learned to function in spite of these inner episodes. I learned to stall until 
the context came back, and take the spotlight off of myself by asking the other person (or 
the students) generic questions and listening to their answers. I found that if I came into my 
heart, and listened and spoke simply, everything would turn out fine. My heart didn’t leave 
me, as long as I didn’t give in to panic. It is interesting to me as I write this—perhaps these 
coping skills were the hints of what I would later discover in Focusing: Pausing, being curi-
ous, listening and coming from my heart.

These altered states usually lasted a minute or two before passing, and then they 
would pass, but I never knew when they would come on me again. Just the thought of it hap-
pening could lead to my slipping into a strange and unfamiliar world. These “reality shifts” 
became so frequent that they often wove in and out several times a day.

Since I had no context to understand these experiences, they left me with an underly-
ing doubt about the nature of the universe. Was I alone in a malevolent maelstrom that could 
destroy everything that arises? I was terrified that I might be crazy, or somehow evil. I was 
terrified of my own mind.

Since I’d never heard anyone else talk of the similar experiences, there were times that 
I didn’t know if anyone else actually existed or even if other people were made out of paper 
or were part of a dream. The isolation and fear were profound. 

At age 21, I began practicing Zen Buddhism, as this tradition seemed to address the 
nature of reality and how to experience it for oneself. Unfortunately, this type of meditation 
exacerbated my symptoms greatly, although at the same time the teachings did give me 
something to hold onto. 

I want to be clear here, that these episodes never happened with my two children. It 
was for their sake, and the sake of any others that might be like me, that I endured all this 
deep suffering. When I was 19, I vowed to “make it to the other side” and somehow help 
others who felt crazy and alone like me. 

In my 40’s, I finally took the step of going into therapy, first with a Jungian, then a 
dance/movement therapist, then a specialist in dissociative disorders, and lastly two blessed 
years of Focusing-Oriented-Therapy with Mary McGuire before she retired. Over time, I 
learned that I wasn’t crazy, that reality wasn’t shifting—the difficulties were the result of 
my own mental processing, and most significantly—that I could trust my senses. I learned 
to work with my unconscious through dreams and expressive arts, and began to express my 
anger in safe ways. I learned Focusing. 

By the time I went to the Weeklong for certification as a Focusing trainer, my times 
of dissociating were a lot less frequent and much less severe and frightening. I could usually 
identify clear triggers such as sleep loss, meditating too much, even the slightest amount of 
caffeine, high stress, anxiety or being in an overly stimulating environment. I knew I just 
needed to take a few minutes and I’d be fine. Most of the time, I understood that dissociating 
is actually a normal human response to highly stressful situations. The strange states that I 
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had been experiencing since childhood were simply forms of dissociating called “deperson-
alizing” and “derealizing.” They are not symptoms of psychosis.

But the roots of the condition were still there, deep in my psyche. Throughout my 
Focusing training, I sensed that I wasn’t able to listen to my partners as deeply as my class-
mates in the training program were. I felt like someone who had no sense of rhythm, or was 
tone deaf or colorblind. My partners didn’t notice, but I did. I would be amazed by the power 
of their listening and heartfelt reflection. Mine felt empty somehow—I didn’t feel it in my 
body the way they did. I yearned so deeply to be able to listen, and I didn’t know how to 
get there.

I have included the above background because it might help you understand the 
momentous significance of the following Interactive Focusing experience.

An inteRACtive FoCUSing eXPeRienCe

As I write this now, I have no memory of the particular content of my partner’s 
Focusing, or my own. The deep shift in my consciousness came as a result of actually expe-
riencing the Interactive Focusing process. It was a global shift—a different kind of “coming 
home” than I had found in regular Focusing—a coming home to myself-in-relationship-
with-another. And it changed my life.

the Setting: Many years ago. It is Day 2 of my first weeklong. Mary McGuire and Janet 
Klein are trying to teach us Interactive Focusing. I am sharing this with you in presence 
tense, as I find the story freshly in my body’s memory. 

I am very overwhelmed by all the sensory stimuli. Around 30 of us are in 
the small living room at Stony Point. The room is very crowded, and many 
people are talking loudly as we break into dyads. The sounds and sights feel 
disjointed—like they are hurtling at my head, piercing my skin, coming out of 
nowhere. It is very hot and the air feels stale. The wallpaper has a red velvet 
pattern—it assaults my senses, and I have no protection from any of this.

I am overwhelmed by the written instructions. The format that Mary and Janet 
have given us makes no sense to me. The words float on the paper. I am used 
to regular Focusing, and I can’t see any reason to do this new thing. It feels so 
complicated, and I am getting really irritated.

I want to scream “get away” and run or curl up in a ball.

Yet I also want to learn the Interactive model. And I am intrigued by Mary and 
Janet, and how they relate. I see my friends around me, through the chaos of my 
mind. I try to stay with the instructions. Mostly, I am just tightening and trying 
to control the part of me that is flying apart. I hurt all over, sad, frustrated and 
holding against the sensations/experience. I am ashamed and want to hide how 
fragmented and crazy I feel. 
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the Focusing trade: 

I go first. Instruction #1: Share something with my partner, speaking from my 
bodily felt experience. It could be something regarding our relationship, or just 
something that I want to share. I feel completely confused by this instruction. 
So I just do a regular individual Focusing process instead. I go down inside and 
describe the felt sense, etc.—while my partner listens and reflects. I get a shift 
and say “I’m done.” So far, I’ve survived. 

Instruction #2 says to pause for a moment—During the silence, the Listener 
is to go inside and allow a body sense to form from all the Focuser has said. 
The Listener waits for an image, gesture, sound or metaphor to arise that 
captures how they imagine it is for the Focuser, and then they offer it back to 
the Focuser. 

“What?!!” I am really alarmed now. I’m not even sure what empathy is or how 
to “do” it. And I don’t want my partner sharing her sense of my process! I 
have great doubts that anyone could accurately understand what I say when I 
am Focusing. I don’t want her interpretation! It feels invasive—like I have to 
come out of my inner experience to listen to her. I love regular Focusing partly 
because it is structured so safely—no comments afterwards. And . . . to tell you 
the truth, I mostly ignore my partner during my regular Focusing partnerships, 
taking in the reflections that help, paying no attention to the ones that don’t 
fit . . . but also . . . ignoring that there is actually a person there reflecting. How 
could it have been otherwise, given my history of not even knowing if other 
people existed?

Mary adds that we are to correct/edit the metaphor or image until it truly 
resonates with our own felt sense as Focuser. Well . . . that part feels good. To 
edit it until we really feel our partner has it. 

Instruction #3: Then we are to Pause again, and savor how it feels to share and 
be heard. Hmmm. Now I am interested a bit, but I still don’t feel like I know 
what I’m doing. 

Now it’s her turn to Focus, and mine to Listen. My partner is talking with me 
about what it’s like for her . . . 

I suddenly realize that SHE IS SPEAKING FROM HER OWN 
EX PERIENCING.

Tears start to flow down my cheeks, as I realize—REALLY realize—that she 
is truly sitting there in the chair opposite me, speaking from the center of 
her experiencing. For the first time, i am physically feeling the presence of 
another person in my body as separate from me! She is not separate from me 
in the old unit model way, she is separate in the sense of she is not a product of 



loVing people inTo Being:an inTeraCTiVe FoCus� • ing experienCe  • 185

my mental creations, projections and emotional reactions. She is really her—
and she is a complete mystery and delight to me!

The instructions now feel amazing, rather than confusing. It is as though THIS 
experiencing is what the Interactive structure arose out of and points to.

Following the next step, we sit quietly with what has been shared when she 
finishes speaking. I sit with my felt experience, and a metaphor arises out of 
how I sense it is for her. i now have an embodied experience of empathy! I 
offer it to her, and she edits and changes it until it really fits HER experience. 
How lovely, how perfect!

I find myself absolutely fascinated by what my Partner is saying. I know she is 
here through my own bodily experiencing. She is a total mystery to me—I find 
myself deeply fascinated by what SHE is experiencing. We are not discussing 
concepts, or rights and wrongs; we are sharing our experiencing!

Suddenly, the deep listening i have so yearned for is available to me. i am 
listening from my heart. 

The final instructions guide us to spend a few minutes sharing with each other 
how we now feel about our relationship. We take the space to acknowledge the 
impact of our interaction on each of us—speaking truthfully from our own 
individual embodied experiencing. Whatever has shifted within me recognizes 
the importance of this step. I leave this session with a way out of paranoia, fear 
and isolation into a world with boundaries and infinite possibilities for learning 
and relating. 

AFteRMAtH 

This fascination with listening to others continued for the next few years. It strongly 
colored how I taught Focusing. During class, I would find myself intensely interested in 
the felt experiencing of my students. I delighted in their existence, and felt such joy as they 
spoke. I smile even now as I remember these shared moments. 

For example, as each student spoke about what had meaning for him/her in his 
assigned reading, we would all slow down and enter the Focusing space together. We would 
listen and reflect, helping him be with what was emerging freshly from the “more” that had 
drawn him to that selection. When they finished, others were invited to Focus on that same 
reading, letting us all “have” Gendlin’s words so much more deeply. I loved the sense of awe 
that would come as they heard their own wisdom emerging. I felt such delight in that awe. I 
felt so happy just to sit with them and listen! I quickly learned that if I gave them too much 
content, no matter how valuable that content seemed to me, the life would go out of the room. 
The magic was gone. If I said a little, and then let them digest it and come into relation to 
it while I helped hold the space—the aliveness was right back. I remember Mary and Janet 
saying that we should relate to “the Focuser as Teacher”. Listening and reflecting creates the 
space for this to happen.
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I would find that I was magnetically drawn to listening to certain people during 
my daily life, and that following this sense led to awesome experiences. I remember an 
encounter with a grumpy clerk at the grocery store . . . just being present and reflecting as she 
checked out my groceries. I could tell we were both uplifted and energized by the encounter. 
In the midst of the chaos of the long check-out line, suddenly our worlds were suddenly a 
larger place.

I remember one day a Jehovah’s Witness missionary came to my front porch. In the 
past, I would have been irritated. This time, I stood with her and listened from my heart, 
reflecting, as she quoted the Bible and tried to convince me of her beliefs. As I reflected and 
also shared with her from my own body sense, she began to weep and we held each other, 
our shared tears holding so much meaning. My eyes tear now remembering the depth of 
vulnerability and connection with this amazing other human being. She had such wisdom 
and heart under the set beliefs.

Over time, this simple joy has faded in my daily life. I now usually take for granted 
that people exist and can hardly remember what it was like otherwise. I can easily slip into 
a medium level listening without being really aware of utter mystery of the person opposite 
me. I will likely always experience altered states of consciousness more easily than most 
Westerners, yet with the help of Focusing exchanges I can explore them and sense what 
about them is skillful, and what is just a signal to take better care of myself and change 
something I’m doing. However, since that Interactive, I have never again doubted the exis-
tence of other people or the reality of my own senses. 

Writing this paper has been extremely difficult at times, because I needed to revisit 
the edges of the old isolation, shame and fear. Yet it has also brought me the fresh memory 
of experiencing another’s presence fully in my body . . . And I don’t want to forget! I don’t 
want to go back to sleep. I am so glad that I volunteered to write this story, as hard as it has 
been. It’s not that hard to step back into the deep listening—I only need to remember to take 
that step.

Ahhh . . . now the words come freshly, alive in their own right. Before that Interactive 
Focusing experience, I had never physically felt the ongoing existence of another person. 
And the message of that discovery echoes freshly now with these words . . . 

Let us not take each other’s Presence for granted.

As I write the above, I realize that this is the very center of what I want to say! I drop 
into deep tears, feeling the shift that arises from having shared this story with you. There 
are no words—the gift I hope to bring you now is to pause . . . and is to remember that YOU 
are here, to be curious and to listen to how it is for you. And to share how it is for me . . . in 
this moment, with you . . . I am overjoyed that you give this to me too. That we care about this 
process called Focusing together, that we share this Community.
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WHAt i LeARneD ABoUt FoCUSing 

Regular dyad Focusing serves a priceless function. Within the safety provided by 
the Focusing Partnership guidelines, the Focuser can safely go deep inside, knowing that 
which is newly arising within us is protected from input from the Listener. And the Listener 
voluntarily gives control to the Focuser, attending carefully to the Focuser’s requests. Both 
parties agree to temporarily suspend their regular relationship for the sake of the unique 
relationship of Focusing Partners. 

During trades while in the Institute’s training program, I would follow the guidelines 
just as they were written: I would go to my inside space, taking the reflections that helped 
my process move forward and ignoring any that didn’t help. I would basically ignore the 
existence of the Listener except as a support for my Focusing. In another way of looking at 
it, I was wiping her out so that I could feel safe. 

However, this way of practicing Focusing actually allowed the root of my dissocia-
tion to remain in hiding. Although certainly valuable, it was not enough for my healing. It 
involved paying no attention to the very area of my primary wounds! 

It wasn’t until I did the Interactive process, and brought my awareness to the other 
person and our interaction, that I fully experienced the healing of that damaged root. I 
could then feel my body “filling itself in” as Gene Gendlin says in the Focusing-Oriented 
Psychotherapy book. 

The Interactive model was a “just right” next step for me . . . I needed the structure to 
help me not “process skip” over my interactions. The structure is not as protective as regular 
Focusing, but it is more grounded in reality.

This experience of seeing the “Other” not only healed the root of doubting that others 
existed, it is now available as a touchstone when I remember to use it. It is like a torch light-
ing my way. It is the necessary first step to any healthy encounter. It is the step of . . .Pausing, 
turning towards the Other, and saying Hello . . .
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Transforming Pain and Healing PHysical  
injury wiTH wHole Body focusing: 

A Memoir

Karen Whalen, Ph.D.

When I was thirty-three I suffered a debilitating spinal injury requiring eventual cor-
rective surgery. Bed-ridden during those first three years of chronic pain, I lost everything 
meaningful in my life. I lost the pleasure of living inside of my warm, young, strong body. I 
lost the ability to do meaningful work. I lost the ability to live independently. By the end of 
the third year, I lost my will to live. This healing process has been a circuitous journey and 
continues to this day. 

Ordinarily I do not share my ongoing struggle with chronic pain in a public way. 
Being given the invitation to share a meaningful experience of the Focusing process by the 
Folio editors, I have decided to share how the process of Wholebody Focusing has impacted 
my personal experience of physical, emotional, and spiritual suffering. As I look back on 
those first years of relentless pain, I recognize today that an essentially spiritual problem lay 
at the very core of my suffering: Who am I after having lost everything I thought I was, did, 
thought and believed? My everyday ordinary experience of self, let’s call it the personality 
or conditioned self, had no more ground to stand on. The self I thought I was, was dying. 
Reigniting the will to live meant finding a way to connect to a larger, deeper, and perhaps, 
truer self. Larger than my chronic pain. Larger than my physical limitations. Larger than my 
experience of emotional and energetic fatigue, depression, and sorrow.

Wholebody Focusing opened up an inner doorway to a more subtle, larger, and wiser 
experience of myself. This process continues to offer me a daily inner resource for trans-
forming my experiences of chronic pain and subtler forms of suffering. When I contact my 
larger self directly, in a conscious bodily way, I discover that my physical sensations of pain 
and fatigue are not as solid as I thought. I discover a way to connect to the life in the suffer-
ing which knows how to transform the body’s experience of pain. 

Focusing and Wholebody Focusing reconnected me to the will to continue living 
despite the daily challenges of debilitating pain and subtler forms of human suffering. 

I bow in thanks to my first Focusing teacher, Bala Jaison. Several years later I met 
Kevin McEvenue and began to practice Wholebody Focusing. I began to contact the subtler 
spiritual dimensions of self awakened by my precise consciousness of the body as a whole. 
A far larger, deeper, and more transpersonal connection to my own innate Body Wisdom 
was being ignited, a knowing that is larger than me and still includes me. Out of this larger 
heartfelt connection to self arose a very natural opening up to connecting to others in the 
very same way. I no longer needed to suffer alone, a belief unconsciously held in very com-
plex ways in my family history. This awareness of interconnectedness and interdependence, 
explored in a wholebody way, gave birth to a new and more whole way of being a self. 
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Everything in me and in my life began to transform itself from the inside. I had found a way 
to continue thriving inside of my daily experience of acute pain.

I will briefly lay out the experiential relational process of Wholebody Focusing as 
it continues to transform my body’s experience of pain and suffering. Once activated by 
my wholebody-environment-situation awareness, a sophisticated evolutionary process of 
organismic intelligence (bodily consciousness) begins to reorganize my whole living body 
at all levels of function. How does this larger Body Wisdom impact my daily experience of 
chronic pain?

exPerienTial anecdoTe:

My chronic back pain recently flared up. From years of experience, I know that it 
doesn’t really matter what kind of activity I engage in during its acute phase of expression. 
This time, the acute phase is lasting longer than usual. The whole nervous system feels 
weaker, as do my legs, arms and neck. My body is fatigued and levels of vitality are mark-
edly reduced. It is as though the entire system is being traumatized by constant pain. If I 
notice only the low back region, my subjective experience of pain will increase in that area. 
I have been busy and stressed and not taken the time to practice Wholebody Focusing with 
this familiar suffering called lumbago.

Now I choose to notice that my feet are connected to the floor, that my whole body is 
supported by the chair, that the space of my office holds me in place. Within the context of 
this whole situation, I notice the sharpness and soreness of low back pain. But I also notice 
the warmth of my hands on my thighs. My thighs tingle and stretch in response to me notic-
ing my hands touching them. I notice for the first time how I have been holding on tightly 
to my diaphragm, shoulders, and neck muscles. Simply my noticing this holding protective 
pattern that has been in place for a couple of weeks, my breathing begins to free itself and 
deepen. I have been frustrated and angry with my pain for several days. I acknowledge the 
truth of this structural and reactive emotional holding pattern. 

Somehow, my noticing the whole Living Body as it relates to the very specific source 
point of my back pain creates a shift in the left lumbar back’s own experience of itself. 
The tight sharp heat and pain have transformed into a diffuse warmth that spreads right 
through the whole lumbar region and then begins flowing down both legs and up into belly. 
My choice to be aware in a whole body way has shifted my subjective experience of lum-
bago into one which is almost pleasant and certainly less painful. This subtle inner directed 
movement is of the body’s own making, with the body functioning as a Whole. 

Soon, my subjective experience of acute low back pain has shifted into an expe-
rience of tender soreness and a feeling of vulnerability. My lower back’s experience of 
itself changed when my wholebody awareness supported the emergence of the Living Body 
working as one piece. This entire process of coming into my own grounded Presence and 
practicing Wholebody Focusing has taken five minutes out of my day. In contrast, when 
I am in the more habitual unconscious and automatic default mode, the possibilities of 
whole functioning are greatly restricted. Typically, I would not notice my connection to 
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my body or its environment. Then the body functions according to its limited conditioned 
response patterns, without the support of my awareness and connection to it. Often, the 
body’s unconscious response patterns revert to the stress response mode. At a cellular level, 
the organism experiences the stress of my disconnection from it. Cellular firing becomes 
disorganized as the organism tries to return to equilibrium but is overrun by the incoherent 
firing patterns of the nervous system’s habitual responses. In the case of my lumbago, the 
cells of the low back and entire nervous system were firing constantly in their attempt to 
reestablish equilibrium. I live this chaotic firing pattern as the subjective experience of 
sharp hot pain.

discussion of experiential anecdote:

When I embody a sense of Me Here, connected to the support of the whole environ-
ment, the ground, the chair, other living beings, and the gravitational space around me, the 
parts of me that are suffering and need my attention have a knowing within them of how to 
carry my life forward. The way that I suffered lumbago and the way that my body suffered 
lumbago were dramatically different. However, the part that is trying to move itself forward 
needs me to invite it to explore its own experience of itself, to become conscious of itself, in 
its own right way. Further, my back needed me to be aware of the larger context of my whole 
body connected to both the back and the whole environment, so that it could get the support 
it needed to resolve and reorganize its own firing pattern. The biological life activity of my 
whole self-aware living body, as a vibratory presence, entrains the biological life activity of 
my back to explore a new and more coherent firing pattern. Because my back is alive and 
has evolved as part of the whole living body for millions of years, my back knows how to 
explore and embody new and more life forward moving ways of being in a way that my adult 
consciousness cannot.

My low back pain does not suffer itself in the same way that I do. When I separate 
my personal experiencing of the back from the direct experiencing of the back itself, my 
back pain transformed itself into a pleasurable felt experience of more life flowing through 
my whole living body. It can take me and my smaller sense of self, my everyday ego iden-
tity, some time to separate itself from intensely focusing on, or running away from, acute 
episodes of physical and emotional suffering. It is helpful for me to remember that the body 
itself does not suffer its suffering to the same degree that I do. The body can show me, if I 
invite it to, that it has the wisdom and very precise knowing to sort itself out and resolve the 
suffering part once it reconnects with the functioning whole living body. Something much 
larger than my ordinary self directs this whole body reorganization process from a cellular 
tissue consciousness which impacts me by changing my emotional, psychological and ener-
getic states of being. I must feel by bodily living of the pain and suffering in a physical way 
to change it: I must consciously feel it in order to heal it.

My role in this enlivening and transformative whole body experience of self is simply 
to say yes to it by offering my conscious wholebody consent, and then to observe and receive 
what comes inside my field of awareness. While I give my permission to the Body Wisdom 
activation process, I am clearly not directing its movement. I let go of my need to control 
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my life situation in some way and open up to an inner directed en-livening and reorganizing 
process. It is not new to the Focusing world to experience the spacious softening effects of 
accepting things as they are. However, it is new to invite a larger intelligence to move my 
whole organism forward into a more right way of being and functioning in the world. The 
most healing effect of WBF on my life situation of chronic pain is that I can discern a vitality 
and life direction to the suffering itself. The life inside the suffering has its own knowing of 
what my back pain needs to continue thriving and feeling great. As the personal sufferer of 
my chronic pain, I experience a fresh delight and aliveness of self which emerges out of this 
more spacious self aware suffering bodily consciousness.

I sometimes feel like I am turning in circles as I try to describe this ordinary yet 
profound experience of daily pain. I step back inside of my expanded bodily awareness of 
self. I invite the life in these words I am writing and the life that is touched in the reader to 
meet and take stock of what is here, right now, for all of us, as we navigate the challenges and 
complexities of daily life from a more interconnected experience of WE. There is something 
deeply moving and inspiring in truly meeting myself in the presence of another human being 
who is connected in the very same way. It occurs to me that this powerful inspiriting process 
of WBF creates a timeless space where my limited ordinary self can safely and wisely meet 
my infinite transpersonal self. My ordinary and extraordinary selves need one another to live 
through me in the way Nature (God) intended. Wholebody Focusing offers me a doorway 
to this more subtle, more alive, and perhaps spiritual dimension, of my ordinary humanity. 
When the life in my suffering feels touched by the life in you, and vice versa, we meet inside 
of a mutuality of connection that transforms my experience of pain into one of pure whole 
body joy.

My acute and chronic suffering of daily pain bows now to me, the conscious willing 
participant of this ongoing life transforming and evolving process. I bow to Wholebody 
Focusing, this reliable and living inner resource, which has allowed me to thrive in ways I 
could never have imagined. A process which Kevin Mcevenue embodied and offered to the 
Focusing community. A process of inner life direction which continues to live through me 
and my suffering in ways that are just right for me. A process of inner life direction which 
continues to live through others in ways that are just right for them, carrying the process 
itself forward in the service of a shared uncertain future.

Karen Whalen is a clinical psychotherapist in private practice specializing in trauma and 
complex trauma in Eastern Canada. She is also a Certifying Coordinator for the Focusing 
Institute in New York. 

Contact: karen.whalen@eastlink.ca



192 • The Folio • 2013

How I DID In Four MInutes wItH FocusIng  
wHat I DID not Do In seven Years oF tHerapY

Anna Willman

To understand this story requires a little background.

I was the youngest of four girls, raised in a comfortably middle class family with no 
more than the usual number of “dysfunctions”, by which I mean there was a good deal of 
manipulation and hurt feelings mixed in with lots of love and support, but no real abuse.

My paternal grandmother came to live with us when I was about nine years old. She 
was a tiny woman whom (nearly) everybody loved. She was a sweet, somewhat muddle-
headed person, and over the years, a large body of cherished family folklore developed 
around her naively illogical pronouncements.

A sample: Once, when we were driving through the Colorado Rockies, my grand-
mother was certain that my father had missed his turn and was on the wrong road. After 
some time spent trying to convince him, she said, “There! I knew it! That sign we just passed 
said ‘Wrong Road’. We’ve got to go back.” 

No amount of logical argument could convince her that such a sign was impossible, 
and a little further on, she pointed out another sign triumphantly to prove her point. 

The sign actually read “Winding Road.”

My sisters all loved my grandmother. I alone did not. I could not stand to be touched 
by her. I hated her wrinkly skin, the old lady smell of her, the honeyed voice, the bumbling 
helpfulness, the tottering step, the way she would give me a friendly pat as she passed me, 
the way she clung to my arm when I got old enough to help her around. Everything she did 
secretly disgusted me. 

When we were very little and went to visit her at her house, she used to paint our 
fingernails red. We would line up waiting for this treat. I was always at the end of the line, 
not because I was the youngest, but because I was reluctant. I didn’t want her to touch me. 
I knew I had to let her do it, because it would be very rude to refuse the treat, but frankly I 
didn’t care what color my nails were, and I really, really didn’t want to be that near her or to 
let her hold my hand. 

I was one of those “good” little girls, so I tried to be polite to her, but I could not help 
but become rigid when she came near me for fear that she would touch me with her disgust-
ing old hands. I never told anyone, and I don’t think she did either, but she could not have 
helped but notice how I cringed away from her, how I avoided her whenever possible. I know 
this must have been very confusing to her.

It was confusing to me.
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I grew up knowing that I was a deeply flawed person who hated old people. Something 
in me was not right, and I was filled with shame. I worried, too, about what I would do when 
I got old myself. Would I cringe away from my own wrinkled, “disgusting” old skin? Would 
I hate the way I smelled? How would I bear to be alive? This was a heavy burden I bore 
silently for over forty years.

I grew up and did all the things people do. I went to school, worked, had a baby. I suf-
fered from depression. I went into therapy. Got happier. Moved to New York City. Continued 
therapy.

For a while I worked as a secretary in a church that had a large senior lunch program. 
I loved those old people. They were funny and smart and a joy to be around. I became close 
friends with one woman of 86 or so years and good buddies with a man of 82 who was suf-
fering from emphysema. But I never once questioned my long held belief that I was a flawed 
person who hated old people. It was just that these old people were exceptions. Who could 
help but love them?

I learned Focusing. 

I was in my early forties and had been in therapy for a little more than seven years. I 
thought I had things pretty well in hand.

One evening I was on a subway train headed uptown. I was due to change trains at the 
next stop. I looked up and saw a religious ad touting salvation, which made me think of one 
of our family stories about my grandmother. 

I had (aged ten) pronounced one evening that the church had it all wrong. It wasn’t 
faith that saved, but love. Hadn’t St. Paul said that of faith, hope and charity, charity was the 
greatest? It must be that anyone who loved anything or anyone created by God would make 
it to heaven. (I was having trouble those days with the very concept of hell.)

My Presbyterian grandmother thought about this for a few minutes and said that she 
agreed. “I’ve always thought that if a person is a good Jew and lives a good life, that he can 
go to heaven,” she said. And then added, “Of course, he’d have to believe in the divinity of 
Christ.”

Now this is a funny story. I’ve told it many times. 

But as I sat there in the subway looking at the ad, a Focuser trained to pay attention to 
her body’s messages, I realized that although I had laughed about it often enough, I had never 
really felt that it, or anything about my grandmother, was even remotely funny. 

In much less time than I can describe it, the following things occurred to me.

• That in seven years of therapy, I had dealt with my mother, my father, my three sisters, 
my son, and my relationships, but I had never even once mentioned that my grand-
mother lived in the same house with us.

• That there was probably a reason I had never mentioned her.
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• That there was something here I needed to look at, and . . . 

• That this was something I probably ought to Focus about.

And I was probably no more than four minutes away from my stop. I thought maybe 
I should do this later, but somehow that felt wrong. I needed to do this now. So what if I 
missed my stop and ended up in Harlem instead of Queens? This was important.

So I closed my eyes and went inside and found amazing things. To my fellow pas-
sengers it appeared that I was dozing on the train. Actually I was transforming my life.

I asked, “What is this thing about my grandmother all about?” and a whole world 
opened up to me.

• I realized that what I had always labeled “disgust” wasn’t disgust at all, but more like 
terror. I was terrified of my grandmother. 

• I recognized that I had no memory of ever feeling any other way about her—that 
whatever made me feel that way was preverbal and before my conscious memories 
began.

• I knew that babies don’t just make things up. Something must have happened to me. 

• I knew that my parents had left me in my grandmother’s care several times when I was 
just an infant while they went on vacation.

• I sensed that there were two rooms in my grandmother’s house that were especially 
horrifying for me—her bedroom (where she painted our nails) and the bathroom. 

• I noticed that as I sat there in the subway car, my buttocks were clenched tight and my 
body was rigid.

• I recalled that the only enema I ever remember having, at the age of fifteen, had been 
extremely traumatic. I had cried and cried and felt degraded and horrified—a reaction 
way out of proportion to the actual experience. So much so that I have never tried one 
again.

• And I absolutely knew, though I still have no actual memory of it, that my nice little 
German grandmother must have decided to “clean me out” on at least one of those 
occasions when she babysat me and my sisters. (I later asked one of my older sisters if 
she remembered our grandmother ever giving us enemas, and she said she thinks she 
did when we were little.)

• I also knew that for some reason (rough handling? a diaper rash?) I experienced that 
enema as a painful assault.

• And I knew, with a great leap of relief and joy, that I was not a hateful person who just 
couldn’t stand old people, but a more reasonable sort of being who simply hated and 
feared her grandmother who had (intentionally or not) ‘raped her’ as a baby. 

I opened my eyes to a new world—a new me. I could say, “I’m a good person. I just 
hate my grandmother!” (Meaning, that’s all. Not all old people. Just one—and with a good 
reason.)
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And my train was coming into my station where I was to change trains to go to 
Queens. Four minutes.

PS: I’m old and wrinkly myself these days and loving every minute of it. But you still 
won’t get me anywhere near an enema.

Anna Willman is a Focusing trainer living in Roseburg, Oregon. She is the author of Creat-
ing Confidence: How to do Social Work Without Destroying People’s Souls. 

Contact: www.vawillman.webs.com

http://www.vawillman.webs.com/
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Touching “WhaT’s alive”

David C. Young, LCSW

I start with two quotes, both adjusted by me—one from Gene Gendlin and one from 
Marshall Rosenberg who developed Non-Violent Communication (NVC). Adjusting Gene 
and Marshall not only sets the stage for my most transforming Focusing experience, but 
adjusting also sets the tone for the process. My experience put me on a pathway of adjust-
ing all forms, as well as reaching beyond forms into that which creates forms, healing and 
empowering.

“ We must distinguish between the existing system of Focusing forms, on the 
one hand, and the power of Focusing on the other. Focusing escapes the old 
forms of Focusing . . . ” — Eugene Gendlin, “Dwelling” [adjusted, substituting 
“Focusing” for “language”]

“ NVC [Non-Violent Communication] is connecting with what’s alive in [our-
selves,] another person [and our world], and what we can do to get increased 
life [within and] between us.”—Marshall Rosenberg, workshop, September 
2006 [adjusted]

My most transforming Focusing experience, and the many Focusing experiences 
which flowed from it, came not from classic Focusing or even from felt-sensing. It came from 
an insight given to me after someone else’s Focusing experience. It profoundly changed how 
I listened and related to people in everyday ways, as a person and as a professional.

It was a late winter evening nearly thirty years ago. My wife, Jane, and I sat in the 
meeting room of a church next to the University of Chicago. Outside and almost glow-
ing in the dark, we saw lighted “gothic” stone buildings. Inside, maybe a dozen people sat 
with us on old wooden chairs and a big, worn leather couch. Week after week, month after 
month and, yes, year after year, Jane and I led a Sunday evening Changes group. We taught 
and practiced Focusing, Listening and also NVC. Our Changes group was free and open 
to anyone. 

“Anyone” included a long-timer . . . let’s call him Carl. (Details of persons and pro-
cesses are changed to prevent identification.) He’d been coming to Changes years before 
us. Each week, he spoke of the same want: living in the woods naked. That and that alone 
would fix all of his many problems. He spoke as if reporting—always gruff . . . at a distance. 
No matter how well or how long we listened, Carl never touched “what’s alive”. Once Jane 
spent two hours with Carl, doing her very best Focusing-Listening. They still never touched 
“what’s alive”.

That night, Marshall Rosenberg dropped by. He was in my subgroup as I listened to 
Carl. Once more, Carl and I failed to connect with “what’s alive” in him.
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After we finished, Marshall stepped in and listened to Carl in ways I’d never heard. It 
wasn’t NVC as he then taught it. Nor was it Rogerian Listening or our Focusing-Listening. 
Marshall’s listening escaped my forms of Listening, Focusing and NVC. And he connected 
with Carl’s “what’s alive”. Astoundingly, through Marshall’s listening, Carl Focused.

Marshall was just beginning to explore what NVC now calls “needs”. Briefly stated, 
all human beings share the same basic needs. Our emotions, values and specific goals tend 
to center around these basic needs. Since these needs are universal and commonly shared, 
by explicitly linking what we are feeling and wanting to the shared needs of others, our own 
feelings and actions—and those of others, become more understandable—in a deeper way. 
This shared understanding facilitates deeper empathy between people. At this point in time, 
however, Marshall was experimenting; I don’t believe he started teaching “needs” for at least 
another year or two.

How did I know Carl Focused? Shortly after my first workshop with Gene Gendlin, 
I took a Focusing workshop with Jim Iberg. He taught me how to recognize when a person 
was naturally Focusing through Listening or any process that turns our attention inward. 
Using videos of our Focusing session, we learned to be more aware of the facial expressions, 
eye movements, ways and rhythms of breathing, and voice tones, pacings and pausings, 
which alerted us to the presence of Focusing. So I knew that, finally, Carl Focused.

Afterwards, I asked Marshall what he did.

“Have you noticed,” he said, “that when you reflect content, you get more content?”

“Sure, Marshall,” I said, puzzled. What he asked . . . that was obvious.

“And have you noticed,” Marshall continued, “that when you reflect feelings, you get 
more feelings?”

I frowned. These were basic experiences—a kind of client-centered kindergarten. “Of 
course,” I said, a bit put-out.

Marshall fixed me with his intense dark eyes. “When you reflect an alienated view of 
the world, Dave, you just get more alienation.”

Here Marshall gave me my most transforming felt-shift. Even now, while writing this, 
I’m re-experiencing it. The “What” that shifted was actually more lightly felt/experienced, 
than normal felt-sensing. Thirty years ago, Gendlin used the term “background feelings” or 
“always feelings”—feelings so much a part of us that we didn’t even notice them. For exam-
ple, I often have a background feeling of “always pushing”, especially with clients where my 
gut feels that somehow, somewhere I’m missing something. I’m constantly carrying this it 
around, always searching for what’s missing. But while this kind of feeling is generally more 
lightly-felt than normal felt-sensing (even out of my awareness) when this kind of feeling 
shifts, it is because there is an “always” feeling there, that has a more profound effect or 
impact. Gendlin once called this more lightly felt experiencing “bodily sentience”. I call it 
“everydaying”. 

Everydaying is that largely unnoticed feel that gives me my next words. When I’ve lost 
my train of thought, everydaying is usually the feel, the experiencing I’ve lost. Everydaying 
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is also the feel that lets me “know”, without conscious thought or action, just how to greet a 
friend, based on the situation we’re in, what’s happened to him/her recently, how long since 
we’ve seen each other, and a host of other factors. Everydaying is the felt experiencing that 
usually guides my living. 

Marshall heightened my everydaying’s openness and changed my questioning when 
our interacting is stuck. Before, with Carl and with others who never Focused, who never 
touched “what’s alive”, my everydaying asked, “Why isn’t Focusing and Listening work-
ing?” I believed that the forms of Focusing and Listening should work.

Now when Focusing or Listening don’t work—and with my difficult clients, which 
happens a lot—my everydaying asks, “What ‘more’ is here that we’re alienated from?” I 
believe we’re always trying to move, as Gene says, toward more right living. Often with 
good and open relating, felt-sensing and Focusing get us there. But when we stay stuck, my 
everydaying and felt-sensing begin seeking out disconnected experiential realities within 
and between me, others, and our world. I look for alienations to heal, restoring a greater 
“what’s alive”. 

Focusers know the many ways that “what’s alive” reveals itself through felt-sens-
ing. Everydaying also guides us toward “what’s alive”. Like felt-sensing and everydaying, 
“what’s alive” is never “just within me”. Felt-sensing, everydaying and “what’s alive” always 
includes me, others and our world. In his Focusing book, Gendlin says, “Your physically felt 
body is . . . part of a gigantic system of here and other places, now and other times, you and 
other people—in fact, the whole universe. This sense of being bodily alive in a vast system 
is [your] body as is felt from the inside.” This is “what’s alive”.

Looking back with Carl, I suspect Marshall was doing what NVCers now call “needs 
reflecting”. Our wants, emotions and values always involve basic human needs. Marshall 
healed Carl’s alienation by reconnecting him with the basic needs underlying his life’s 
turmoil. 

I want to share some healing stories that made an impact on me because of 
Marshall . . . different kinds of alienations I’ve found and healed. Let’s start with another 
person from Changes.

Tom was a single man in his thirties with screaming eyes. Each week he talked about 
the weather in the Pacific Northwest. No matter what we did or didn’t reflect, no matter how 
we related, Tom soldiered on with the weather all over Oregon and Washington. After a year 
or so, I asked what was important about the weather there. Tom looked at me blankly, then 
went quickly back to the weather. We never did help Tom touch “what’s alive”. Another thing 
I noticed was my relationship with Tom: I liked him a lot. I felt protective of him and I was 
always glad to see him. In Carl Rogers’s terms, it was easy for me to “prize him”. After Jane 
and I left Changes, I sadly wondered what our alienation was with Tom.

Fast-forward fifteen years to Corey—a preteen with black-black hair and large dark 
eyes. He was painfully shy, and he had an odd, halting way of talking. His single mother also 
had his shyness and odd way of talking. For years, I tried everything, seemingly with little 
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effect. Mom and Corey kept coming, maybe because I kept trying and I liked Corey a lot. 
This helped because Corey didn’t have many people in his life who liked him a lot.

Knowing that he must be alienated from something, I finally suggested that mom 
take Corey to a neurologist. His speech and other oddities seemed possibly brain-based. The 
neurologist said that Corey had autism. 

I was shocked. In grad school, I’d only learned about what we now call severe autism. 
I searched until I found a book by Tony Attwood on Asperger’s Syndrome. That opened a 
new world: I saw what was happening and how I and others needed to relate to Corey. I was 
pleased to find that I already did a lot of it, but it was hit-or-miss. Now I could relate more 
consistently and precisely, and I could teach Corey’s mom and his grade school teacher to 
better relate. Adults in Corey’s life healed a profound alienation by realizing how to relate 
with Cory and how he was trying to relate to us.

Corey blossomed. With what I learned from Corey, I discovered a quarter of my case-
load were people with high-functioning autism or Asperger’s Syndrome. As with Corey, I 
liked them all a lot, and I had sort of figured out how to relate with them—I seemed to have 
a knack for it. And as with Corey, I helped many parents and teachers better relate and get in 
touch with “what’s alive” in these beautiful, precious children.

Looking back to Changes and Tom, I now recognize him as someone likely with 
high-functioning autism. He was bright, but he had no idea how to relate with others. And he 
desperately needed relating. I also now recognize Tom’s great courage. We were probably 
the only people, other than his family, that he saw or spoke with. Knowing autism and its 
patterns would have improved our relating, both in better grasping what he was doing and 
in prizing him as a person. I don’t reduce Tom, Corey, or any person to autism. But knowing 
Tom’s ways of relating and how he was trying to reach out, I could’ve better helped him.

Through Marshall, I kept my everydaying open with Corey and I found steps with 
many people in the autism spectrum, healing alienations and moving toward more right liv-
ing. My everydaying with autism remains aggressively open. There’s still so much to learn, 
especially ways to lead people with autism back into their bodies—a very basic alienation.

There’s a fun coda to my autism story. I learned to trust my “really liking” . . . actually 
“loving” and “very protective” . . . as a clue that my client might be in the autism spectrum. 
But I felt puzzled: why such strong feelings? More than ten years after Corey, talking with 
my then-adult son, we realized: he’s high-functioning autism and so am I—I still chuckle 
about that! I realized my son had taught me about loving, relating, and truly enjoying those 
with autism.

Next story: I did a lot of play therapy with severely traumatized children. I started 
traditionally: the parent brought the child to my office, then sat in the waiting room while 
I played with the child. But I was always looking for better ways. I went to a workshop on 
Filial Play Therapy, where the therapist teaches parents how to do play therapy with their 
child. I first tried it with Tyler, a quiet and lanky blond ten year-old with large blue-eyes. He’d 
been molested for several years by a stepfather. When mom found out, she left that man (who 
went to prison). But this plunged her and Tyler into poverty. 



200 • The Folio • 2013

I’d been working with Tyler for several months. He’d very gradually opened up with 
his play and he was getting a little less anxious and angry. After the workshop, I brought in 
mom as the play therapist, there and at home. I noticed, right away, that she was excited to 
have something she could do to help Tyler. I noticed, too, that Tyler was more alert and better 
in touch with his “what’s alive”. And I noticed that in spite of mom’s eagerness, she was a 
lousy play therapist.

But that didn’t matter. Tyler improved by leaps and bounds. Therapy had now healed 
their bonding alienation, something which often happens when abuse is kept secret.

Within a month, Tyler’s anxiety and anger were markedly less, both at home and 
school. Whenever he relapsed into anxious/angry patterns, mom did some play therapy with 
him, usually healing the issues in one or two home-sessions. I checked with them about a 
year after he stopped seeing me. Both mom and Tyler were doing fine.

I close with a final story that’s still evolving my approach to healing trauma. Jim, a 
young Marine, had a recurring nightmare ever since his first deployment in Afghanistan sev-
eral years before. During a night attack, he became separated from his platoon. As he tried 
to re-enter their defensive perimeter, another Marine cried, “Halt!” Jim heard him chamber 
a round and saw him take aim. Jim thought he was dead. Fortunately, the Marine paused and 
ordered Jim to identify himself. Since then, every night in his dreams, Jim relived “Halt!” 
and feeling, as he said, “utterly alone”.

Jim’s “utterly alone” cued me. Knowing that he was a staunch conservative Protestant, 
I asked him to go back into that memory. Then I asked him, “Where is God?” 

Jim’s eyes popped open. I said, “God is present everywhere, right?” Jim nodded 
slowly. I said, “Then God was there, not just as an idea, but as a deeply-felt presence, yes?” 

Jim sighed—a felt-shift. He relaxed, and said, “Right.” 

“So go back there again,” I said, “and this time feel God’s presence.” Now Jim was 
physically much different, less tense. After a minute, he gave a felt-shift sigh, relaxing fur-
ther and with more face color. 

“Yeah,” I said. “Take whatever time you need to fully feel God’s presence there, and 
only when you’re ready to move on . . . let me know.” Jim took maybe two minutes, with more 
shifts. Then he nodded.

I asked, “Why weren’t you killed?” After a minute, he gave a felt-shift sigh, saying, 
“Because God still has a purpose for me.”

“Yes,” I said, “because God still has a purpose for you.” Jim sighed again. 

“Take whatever time you need,” I said, “to fully feel that God still has a purpose 
for you.” 

Jim’s nightmare never returned. 

Jim led me into my current project, “What’s needed to heal trauma?” Trauma, of 
course, often creates profound alienations.
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Jim’s alienation from God, Carl’s alienation from his basic needs, my own alienation 
from the ways those with autism (including my son and myself) relate, Tyler and his mom’s 
alienation from each other and their love. 

Marshall’s gift has made these and so many others more whole and real. Marshall’s 
gift also evolved the openness of my everydaying—one of the deepest changes I’ve made. 
My most transforming Focusing still leads me toward more right living, better touching 
“what’s alive” in me, others, and our world.

Dave Young, LCSW, is a Focusing-Oriented psychotherapist in private practice in Colo-
rado Springs, Co. He often works with children, teens and adults, who’ve had multiple 
psychotherapy failures and hospitalizations, combining family/couples therapies, cogni-
tive/behavioral therapies, and medical model diagnoses within a client-centered frame-
work using Focusing-Listening and NVC, as a base. Additionally, Dave works with trauma, 
including attachment issues, combat reactions, and severe child-abuse/neglect, as well as 
work with autism spectrum, bipolar, schizophrenia, obsessive-compulsive disorder, panic, 
severe depression, and chronic medical problems. 

Contact: dkarljung1950@yahoo.com. (Note: Please put “Focusing” in the subject box of 
your email.)
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