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Introduction
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			May this story about my life journey inspire you to leave the familiar, to go outside the ordinary, and to heal yourself.

			Our thoughts define reality.

			We can easily get stuck in a box of limitations of our own making.

			Step out of your comfort zone and face truths about yourself. Taking responsibility for your own life is the first step toward self-empowerment and, ultimately, freedom and joy. Life is a constant exploration, and opportunities to grow are always offered, often through challenges and obstacles. They are never more than you are able to handle, and help is all around us. Do you give up, or do you take charge of your life? By facing and overcoming obstacles, your spiritual awareness will expand and you can grow into who you are truly meant to be.

			


	

CHAPTER 1
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			Birth

			Do we choose to be born when we are? I always wondered. What made me decide to be delivered in a hospital in Bremen in northern Germany on a winter’s morning at 2:15 a.m.? My mother insisted that I hesitated and stayed in the womb so long that my skin was as soft as a ripe peach. However, I agree with the following teaching that Paramahansa Yogananda received from his master, Sri Yukteswar: “A child is born on that day and at that hour when the celestial rays are in mathematical harmony with his individual karma. His horoscope is a challenging portrait, revealing his unalterable past and its probable future results” (Paramahansa Yogananda, Autobiography of a Yogi). Since I believe in horoscopes—from accomplished astrologers—I suppose my time had come and my soul had slipped into a new vessel.

			There was no going back, and I attempted to make the best of it. The Buddhists say that life is suffering, but at that stage in my life it wasn’t obvious. I was a healthy, friendly baby, and it had nothing to do with my behavior when my mother put me in a children’s home run by the Catholic Church before I reached my first birthday. She had no choice, as she let me know when I found out the details some thirty years later—sadly, when I decided that she would be better off in an old people’s home. Even though it wasn’t intended, it seems to be true that what goes around comes around.

			As I got the paperwork ready for my mother’s application, I stumbled over some of the timelines. They didn’t make sense. I dug deeper. She had spent a long time in an institution. Where was I during that time? Neither my brother nor my sister would have been able to look after me; my brother had been an apprentice in a bakery, and my sister had still been going to school. I vaguely remembered that I had spent some time in a children’s home. But exactly how long? I contacted the Theresienhaus, which was still in operation helping children and teenagers, and discovered that they had archived the ledgers from the period when it had been run by nuns. I made an appointment. The building is situated close to the River Weser in Bremen-Vegesack and is beautiful and grand. I have always loved big hallways and doors, and something resonated with me as I stepped through the impressive entrance.
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			A helpful employee with a couple of books under his arm approached me and invited me to sit down at a table. We started the search in 1954, the year I was born. I noticed the beautiful handwriting and followed the entries with my index finger, reading the names of the children and the dates they had arrived and left. So many stories! Finally, there was my name; I had been signed in on January 12, 1955, shortly before my first birthday, and released on September 14 1956. That long? I was in shock. I wrote the dates on a piece of paper that I have kept all these years.

			At university, I studied early childhood education and learned that during the first five years of life, a child accomplishes more than in any other phase of life. The foundation for healthy emotional development is established; the child begins to understand his or her own feelings and those of others. Recent neuroscience research shows that the development of the brain over the first three years is more rapid, intensive, and vulnerable to external influences of the environment than at any other time of life. I certainly did not grow up in an enriched environment during my extensive stay, most likely did not form a secure and warm relationship toward my caregivers or was exposed to music or art.

			I pondered how I had been affected and looked again at some of the black-and-white photos my brother had taken while visiting me.
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			I was very playful with my brother and sister; however, one photo shows me on my mother’s lap looking at her skeptically. I must have felt heartbroken from being there so long. Many years later, I came upon Carol Pearson’s book, Awakening the Hero Within. She describes twelve archetypes, each of which can go on a heroic quest. I wondered which one fit me and decided on the orphan, who is abandoned and survives difficulty. Tom Butler-Bowdon writes in his review,

			“Pearson tells us not to despair, for such experiences are a ‘mythic event calling you to the quest’. In many myths and stories, the hero overcomes their background to rise up and live a rich life. Cinderella has a wicked stepmother and is treated as a servant, Oedipus as a newborn was left on a hillside to die, and Dickens’ David Copperfield must escape the horrible orphanage. We are all born in innocence, but the job of the orphan is to face life head-on instead of becoming attached to the victim mindset and states of dependency.” (http://www.butler-bowdon.com/herowithin)

			My subconscious mind certainly stored abandonment. As I am writing these lines, I become aware that it is Mother’s Day. What synchronicity! I believe she did the best she could, given the circumstances. When I visited my mother with my new insights, she said, “The nuns took care of you, but what they couldn’t give you was love.” It was one of the few occasions I remember her getting teary-eyed.

			My Parents

			My mother could have used so much more love in her life. She had to address her parents formally—having been born in Friedersdorf in Silesia in 1920, then German soil, close to the Czech border. She often told me how much she liked to go to school and that she had been elected to be her teacher’s assistant. Over and over, she showed me her certificates written in ink in beautiful, even letters. However, when her father passed away at her tender age of eight, her mother remarried, and she had to help on the farm and raise her stepsiblings. Ultimately, she had to give up her dream of becoming a teacher when she found herself pregnant with my brother, who was born before she turned seventeen. My sister followed four years later, and when my father was drafted into the war—proudly sitting on his tall horse—she had her hands full raising my siblings by herself.
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			I now believe that deep down she felt ashamed of becoming pregnant so early and that she never got over the toxic feeling. Raised strictly Catholic, she felt she had done wrong; she believed in a punitive God. Many people find comfort in religious faith, but The Huffington Post posted an article on April 24, 2013, about a provocative new study, published April 10 in the Journal of Religion & Health. It showed that “people who believe in an angry, vengeful god are more likely to suffer from social anxiety, paranoia, obsessional thinking, and compulsions.” Aside from paranoia, those attributes certainly fit my mother, and the effects of the war most likely exasperated her tendencies and affected her well-being.

			After 1945, the main part of the former Prussian Province of Lower Silesia fell to the Republic of Poland. When the German authorities finally gave people the order to leave their homes, the available means of transport (such as trains and ships) were inadequate, and this forced many to leave most of their belongings behind. My mother took a few possessions, and she and my siblings joined the long stream of refugees. About 85 percent of the Lower Silesian population was evacuated in 1945. I wonder how they got food and how they slept. It must have been so cold and their journey was so far.

			My sister recollects stopping in Austria where they were supposed to settle, but my mother insisted they keep going to meet up with an aunt who lived far away in northern Germany. It was then that a gypsy read her hand and told her that she would have a long life of illness and suffering. We will never know if this prediction would have been accurate if she had decided against thinking of herself as a person who was not well. Paramahansa Yogananda’s teacher, Sri Yukteswar, permitted his students to consult doctors, “but he extolled the superiority of mental therapy, and often repeated: “Wisdom is the greatest cleanser.”

			“The body is a treacherous friend. Give it its due; no more. Pain and pleasure are transitory; endure all dualities with calmness, trying at the same time to remove yourself beyond their power. Imagination is the door through which disease as well as healing enters. Disbelieve in the reality of sickness even when you are ill; an unrecognized visitor will flee!’’ (Paramahansa Yogananda, Autobiography of a Yogi)

			I wish my mother had had access to his teachings and accepted them! Displaced persons made themselves known in various ways, and allied forces took them into their care by improvising shelter wherever it could be found. My mother eventually made it to Bremen, Germany and found some work in a kitchen where she cooked for American soldiers. She learned a few words of English and deemed the young men rather delightful.

			My father was taken as a prisoner of war by the Russians. Approximately three million German prisoners of war were captured by the Soviet Union during World War II, most of them during the great advances of the Red Army in the last year of the war. The POWs were employed as forced labor in the Soviet wartime economy and post-war reconstruction. By 1950, almost all had been released. My father was one of those Spatrueckkehrer. When he finally reunited with his family, he was a broken man. He was unable to express any feelings and he turned into a jealous husband. Two broken people!

			Bruno Groening
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			At around the same time, another man, Bruno Groening (1906–1959), returned to West Germany as a refugee. In 1949, his name became popular overnight.
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			His miraculous healings were considered by some as a gift of grace from a higher power; others considered him a charlatan. Even though medical examinations confirmed the power of his healings, the controversy ended with a ban that was eventually imposed on him.

			A documentary clip about a healing deeply affected me. I finally understood why my father was so shut down emotionally. A farmer who was healed during a community hour tells his story very passionately:

			“The war, the war (der Krieg, der Krieg) put a stamp on us. The war destroyed us. That was the whole thing … emotionally destroyed. During the war, we weren’t normal human beings, we were hyenas. (Wir waren doch keine Menschen, Hyaenen haben sie aus uns gemacht.) As a normal human being you can’t shoot anyone. We had to. Either you or me! No wonder that we got sick. That’s not normal. And our life was hanging on a thread, grasp at straws, something you can hold onto. It can be over in any moment. It’s awful when you experience something like that. We were emotionally destroyed (seelisch kaputt). Then there was salvation. We felt newborn—that’s how light you felt. The heaviness went out of the body.” (http://www.youtube.com/user/BrunoGroening)
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			The Teachings of Bruno Groening

			Bruno Groening’s teachings are based on the premise that one has to believe in goodness and be willing to be healthy. A person is like a battery that uses energy. If not charged through einstellen (tuning in), consequences can be “fatigue, exhaustion, nervousness, anxieties and finally, illness.” However, Heilstrom (healing waves) “can be absorbed.” He considered the healings as “spiritual” and not dependent on his “physical presence” (http://www.brunogroening.org/english/lehre/defaultlehre.htm).

			Nowadays, the Bruno Groening Circle of Friends is to be found all over the world and continues to report healings.

			How different the lives of my parents could have been if their paths had crossed with Bruno Groening. They were two disoriented, displaced people who couldn’t return to their homeland or their farm, which was dispossessed. Eventually, my mother received a small pension for the property she had to leave behind. But back then livelihood was about surviving; even though my mother was resourceful, I observed her constant struggle. Lack and scarcity were stored in my subconscious mind.
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