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What people are saying about


A Reason to Carry On


Right from the start of the book I was impressed by how knowledgeable the author was in the workings of the human psyche. Her journey towards understanding the meaning of life brought her close to a multitude of individuals who had gone through grief and adverse conditions. Yvonne’s dedication to them, as a physical therapist with in-depth knowledge of psychology, not only helped a great many of them overcome their difficulties but also gave her a deep appreciation of how these particular individuals got to that specific point in their lives and how they coped, or not, with their problems.


The author’s life being full of strange almost metaphysical coincidences has served her well in her quest for the meaning of life. Admirable.


Doreen Wells, Marchioness of Londonderry
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Preface


Many people journey through life failing to discover a reason or purpose for their existence. Some are satisfied, through procreation, to have fulfilled their duty, through the continuity of their gene pool. Others identify themselves through their offspring, whilst others through their career. Then there are those, who in spite or lack of a contribution to society, question and ponder what it was all for. True fulfillment lies in finding real meaning in life. This book is designed for people at all stages of life to contemplate further what life is about, as well as those looking for a reason to carry on.


I want to thank all my wonderful teachers, friends and students who inspired me. Thank you to Coral Temple for her support.


A special big thanks to Julius Melnitzer, of Toronto, Canada, who wholeheartedly gave so much of his valuable time and energy into shaping the final copy.


What I am about to share with you is an accurate rendition of events to the best of my ability. Naturally, for reasons of confidentiality, I have changed all the names, as well as any details that might reveal the actual persons involved. Still, the key events are undeniable.




Introduction


Thou sustainest the living with loving kindness.


This book is dedicated to Henry Higgins, a cockney arsonist and psychopath, who was no less than the catalyst to my enlightenment. Ironically, I started out as the teacher and ended up as Eliza Dolittle, the naïve student. Perhaps Henry’s unwitting mission was to help others by having me tell our story.


But even before I met Henry, the loss of a sibling in my early twenties had compelled me on a quest to understand what life was all about. Initially, angry at a God who would take my brother away, I rejected religion. Eventually, however, I came to realize that religion, science and philosophy were compatible. The scriptures, after all, form the moral basis of Western civilization. To leave religion out of a quest for the meaning of life, then, would be akin, as Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks said, to “not reading the minutes of the last meeting.” Similarly, overlooking mysticism and spiritualism would – cribbing the words of John Milton – “bring a famine upon our minds again, when we shall know nothing but what is measured by their bushel.”


My passion, which I discovered at 29, was attending ballet classes, which became the conduit for my quest. My first teacher, Ivor Meggido, often incorporated philosophy into his classes. He whetted my appetite for knowledge and inspired my career choice as an exercise therapist, which led me to teaching classes in homes for psychiatric offenders, where I met Henry; nursing homes, where the residents lived out their final furlong, many in a solitary room, dependent and lonely. At day centers, I encountered individuals of all ages with a variety of mental, physical and emotional disabilities. I sought to understand them all through my looking glass of behavioral psychology, Bible studies, philosophy, poetry, Eastern religions, spiritualists, psychics and astrologers.


What I discovered was that my students, whatever their weaknesses or handicaps, were similar at their core. I learned that everyone is valuable, and we are all here for the same reason. But life can be painful, and there are the few who have become so disillusioned that they tire, recoil, stop the ascent, and just collapse in place. Some lose the desire or will to follow the light, choosing to remain in darkness. Others have the ability to heal and change their lives. They are the ones who come to comprehend that life isn’t about what happens to us, but about how we handle it. Whatever the limitations of those I encountered, I attempted to explore the universal, simple truths that pointed to the possibility of a meaningful life for them all. What I didn’t realize at the outset was that giving to them would illuminate the path to a meaningful life for me. The greatest rewards in life, it turns out, come from giving, the catalyst for receiving. The more I gave, the more came back to me.


If others benefit from this work, Henry’s life was not lived in vain. At the very least, he and many other students taught me a fundamental truth: that we do our best only by changing ourselves, not by taking responsibility for others. We change when our minds give in to their craving for communication with our bodies and spirits. This is how we open the power within and make it through life, regardless of our circumstances. Those who don’t, leave their suffering untouched. Henry, sadly, was in that group.




Chapter One


Hostel for Psychiatric Ex-Offenders


It is in our darkest moments that we must focus on the light.


—Aristotle


Henry can’t see the point any longer. He lies on the road outside the pub. A passer-by tries to pull him to safety. But he doesn’t want to get up. He just doesn’t care anymore. “What’s the point, It’s always the same thing,” he thinks. “A hand pulls you up and you fall down again, and then again, like a yo-yo. Might as well start fixing again, until the end comes.” Like many others, he no longer has any idea what life is about. What is certain is that no life is without challenges, an observation that was a universal truth for Henry and his mates at a hostel for psychiatric exoffenders. Without exception, they were born into a vicious cycle of pain, violence, and misery.


My introduction to the Hostel was stark. “Is this the hostel for ex-offenders?” I asked a passerby. “That’s a terrible place,” she replied, immediately casting a shroud on the venue where I was about to lead a physical exercise class. As it was, the “swinging sixties” hadn’t made much of an impression on the architect who designed the gray, soulless, stone structure of flat roofs and large windows, which, 35 years later, housed 32 male residents and staff. I could never have imagined what lay ahead within these walls: that I would open my heart, find answers to so many questions, become confident of my worth, develop self-esteem, and find my own true light.


The Kabbalah, popularized by celebrities such as Madonna, explains the concept of light. Its teachings rest on the belief that the world was built on light – the medium of revelation. This light always shines twice. The first light is the hidden light of creation, perfect, infinite, full of potential and inspiration. But then it disappears, leaving darkness and a longing to experience it again. Eventually, we may, but it is never as bright. Could this uninviting hostel be what introduced that light, the one I aspired to seek and follow without knowing where I was going?


It might not have happened. Friends and family tried to dissuade me from taking the job: they believed it was dangerous for a woman to work with disturbed men deprived of female company. Indeed, on its face, the residents were hardly what most would consider an appealing segment of society. According to a study by a psychiatrist from Broadmoor Psychiatric Hospital, “The mentally disturbed offender may be acutely or chronically mentally ill; those with neuroses, behavioral and/or personality disorders; those with learning difficulties; some who, as a function of alcohol and/or substance abuse, have a mental health problem; those where a degree of mental disturbance is recognized; some sex offenders and some abnormally aggressive offenders, who may benefit from psychological treatment – an extremely mixed group.” But increased risk of violence, the psychiatrist concluded, was associated only with mental illness caused by psychotic disorder. The actual risk of violence posed by most mentally ill people is in fact small.


A hint of what I might encounter came in a truncated telephone conversation with the person making the arrangements for my exercise class: the chat ended abruptly because an argument in the background was getting out of hand. Although I believed that I knew what I was letting myself in for, I now realize that I was terribly naïve. Here I was, the missionary off to convert the natives to the joys of group exercise. To be sure, I had achieved great success in all my classes to date – including a class comprised of difficult psychiatric patients with whom I had achieved a rapport – and trusted that the formula would work everywhere. In truth, my only previous experience of criminal offenders was in my weekly observations in a Crown Court I attended as a guest of the judge. At the time, capable of putting myself only in the victims’ shoes, I believed long sentences were in order for all criminals. Still, I found myself wondering about the backgrounds of the accused.


I recall one tall, good-looking hoodlum, who had terrorized an entire council estate. As he was quite capable of carving up people with a knife, the residents were terrified. In this particular case, a camera caught him robbing a petrol station and threatening the cashier. The judge imposed a 13-year sentence. Several months later, “Buck” was back before the same judge, having twice punched a prison guard who had turned down the volume on his radio, leaving him with a disfigured face and a badly swollen eye. Still, Buck appeared in disbelief when the judge gave him a year for the assault. What struck me, however, was that Buck, and frequently other offenders, looked no different from normal honest folk, including the workers who service our homes. Indeed, most presented as your average Joe, albeit from working-class backgrounds.


Another memorable case was the tough guy who took part in the armed robbery of a building society. He was short, slight of build and small-boned, with dark hair he kept swiping off his face. He made life impossible for his lawyers, shouting out from the dock and repeatedly insulting the authority of the Court. Throughout, his mother, a simple, humble, neatly dressed older “Miss Marple” type, sat quietly by and expressionless, never missing a day. Yet he took no notice of her. The judge sentenced him to nine years, but he left the dock smiling as the guards led him away, failing to acknowledge his mother and oblivious to her ordeal.


At the time, I didn’t appreciate the consequences of being confined in a locked prison cell with a stranger. But I can now imagine how torturous it must be to come to terms with the loss of freedom and privacy, the encircling, foreboding walls closing in, the isolation from family and friends, and bereft of so many simple pleasures we take for granted. As Oscar Wilde expressed it in the Ballad of Reading Gaol:




Dear Christ! the very prison wall, Suddenly seemed to reel,


And the sky above my head became, Like a casque of scorching steel;


And, though I was a soul in pain, My pain I could not feel.





As it turned out, the hostel residents usually arrived straight from prison or psychiatric units. They ranged in age from their mid-twenties to pensioners in their seventies. Many had lived there for years and had become institutionalized, so that living on their own was no longer a reality. Many came from dysfunctional homes where the environment had poisoned their self-confidence and self-esteem, their tough veneers frequently masking a deep-rooted inferiority complex. Many suffered with anxiety, often culminating in anger. Few had loving families, memories of loving families, religious or other strong beliefs. In short, they lacked anything resembling a fortifying structure they could fall back on in times of need.


Making things worse, their relationships also seemed doomed from the outset. Themselves emotionally crippled, the women they found attractive tended to mirror their own deficiencies. The upshot was heartbreaking, consisting of repeated disappointment, frustration and anger culminating in disillusion that led inevitably to the desire to escape to yet another magical other. The Hostel, however, allowed them to live without responsibility, sustained entirely by the system. Still, their sense of entitlement knew few bounds: I recall hearing a furious resident ranting and raving because he wasn’t getting his “fiver” for the day, as the person in charge had gone home.


The residents were free to come and go as they chose. They occupied a simple bedroom with communal bathrooms. Some residents had their own televisions and stereo music systems, their rooms packed with tapes, CDs and videos. The common rooms that boasted a television and a snooker table were seldom used: the residents seemed to prefer mingling in the relative security of their own rooms, where they were allowed to consume alcohol. The workers who staffed the hostel, in their twenties and thirties, were, at best, not highly qualified. Those in senior positions, who came from the school system where they had taken some counseling courses, were “key workers,” responsible for individual residents with whom they met regularly. Some developed a good rapport with their clients, who would look to them for all their needs. Most were pleasant, friendly, and well-intentioned – but at the threshold of their lives, weighed down with inexperience.


Group outings, always in the company of key workers, included visits to museums, parks and other cultural institutions. It was on these occasions particularly that the residents felt that the staff looked down on them, by, for example, eating lunch separately. This separation, and the lost opportunities for staff to bond with their clients, reinforced the feelings of “them and us,” and fueled residents’ general sense of resentment. Like everyone else, they longed for respect. As they saw it, the distance staff kept on outings only emphasized the societal division.


Residents ate in the large colorless, functional dining hall. They queued for food, as they had done in prison. The regular menu was meat, potatoes and basic English cooking. Vegetables were not in fashion here. Weekends might feature a “fry up” with sausages and bacon for breakfast. Still, it all seemed to suffice, few had experienced variety in their diet, and the notion of “healthy” eating didn’t really enter their lexicon.


I led an hour-long exercise class each week. Initially, I proposed to hold it in the dining room, hoping to draw more participation from the residents who came there constantly for hot water or coffee. I wanted to inject life, color and vigor into their black and white world, and hoped my enthusiasm and love of movement would rub off on them. As I saw it, mind, body and spirit were connected. Hopefully, if I could get them to tune into my vibrations, my energy would resonate. But my exercise regimen was not one familiar to the residents. I took them on a journey through their bodies, accompanied by music. I started with deep breathing and relaxing to create an awareness and release of tension. I taught them to isolate their body parts – for example, by moving the shoulder in all directions. We lengthened and shortened each muscle group, strengthened it, and finished off by relaxing.


I was scheduled there for morning sessions. It soon became evident that most of the residents, usually hung over from the drugs and drink the night before, didn’t rise until the afternoon. So we moved to four o’clock. On the first day at the new time, six residents drifted in and out. Many stayed on the periphery, coming along merely to see what a new female looked like. I enjoyed their company, and the challenge of getting them to trust me and feel at ease in my presence. I knew it was essential to let go of my preconceived ideas if I was to be at all helpful. I gleaned how critical it was to listen and not just hear and endeavored to “read” their body language. What frequently came to mind was Rabbi Lord Sacks’ observations about the significance of the words religious Jews utter before they die: “Hear O’ Israel the Lord our God, the Lord is One.” When Jews recite these words, they cover their eyes with their right hand. This is not a prayer, but a confirmation that the individual has listened to the word of God: a pre-condition to beseech Him to listen to their prayers. Indeed, my father had often counseled me to turn my tongue 10 times before I spoke. Good advice, as it turned out.


The men I worked with wore their hearts on their sleeves. For my part, I endeavored to become a void that functioned as their sounding board. Opening my heart in this way, I believe, is what led me to respond appropriately to them, despite my lack of experience or instruction in this setting. Indeed, I am among those who believe that human beings are energy fields capable of using their intuition to unconsciously decode others’ vibrations. So I never came to class with a fixed routine. I knew what music I wanted to play, and what I wanted to work on. But I allowed the group’s mood, manifested in the vibrations I picked up, to dictate the flow of the class.


It wasn’t surprising to me that, for the most part, the residents weren’t in good enough physical condition to exercise energetically. To be sure, many had frequented the gym in prison, but perhaps merely to spend time outside their cells. So I started the class with a leisurely warm-up, but the men frequently tired quickly and were loath to continue. “Come on, you can do it,” I shouted to them. And somehow my charm offensive worked: they stuck with it. We moved on to stretching. Again, I cajoled them. This time it didn’t work. In the end, I wasn’t able to hold their attention for long and found them nearly impossible to motivate. Although 90 percent were unemployed and had little if anything to engage them, they slowly flitted away, preferring to do nothing.


Eventually, only Henry was left in the dining room with me. He was new here, having recently been evicted from his former hostel. This hostel took him in only because no other suitable facilities were available. I could see from his well-formed shoulders that he worked out a lot and was proud of his appearance. But my class represented a different form of exercise than that to which he was accustomed. Henry was used to lifting weights, boxing and “pumping iron.” My exercises were more focused, intended to improve body awareness and control by isolating individual parts. Still, Henry seemed interested. Following my direction, he eased himself into a calmer state. But soon other residents wandered in and out, seeking the refreshments that were readily available in the room. The constant to and fro disturbed Henry, soon evoking a wild, hysterical response. He stood up in fury and stalked off in a huff, only to return in five minutes. But when the disconcerting activity resumed, he promptly lost his temper and left again. His third attempt also culminated in his storming out, apparently out of control, only to reappear yet again 10 minutes later. At that point, an odd-looking man entered. He roamed about, making strange noises, talking to himself, and wiping the walls for no apparent reason. He appeared ready to lash out at anyone who got in his way. But no one took notice, except for Henry, who had just returned to the dining room. At the intrusion, Henry went ballistic, becoming even more anxious, angry and aggressive. His raging mind made his body taut. Clearly, it was time for us to move on.




Chapter Two


One’s physical posture is their emotional posture made visible


We ended up in a small, dark ground floor lounge, far removed from the madding crowd. Here I was, then, alone with Henry, about whom I knew nothing except that he seemed somewhat unstable and must have spent time in a prison or psychiatric unit. Yet I could see that he clearly desired and needed help. Eventually, he told me that he wanted to learn to relax. But his concept of relaxation was quite different from mine and had nothing to do with the breathing technique I was demonstrating. Instead, he wanted to talk and me to listen. My only qualification, apart perhaps from an abundance of loving kindness, was a certificate allowing me to work with the elderly, people with disabilities and individuals with special needs. But I had no predispositions or judgments to make, just open ears, and about an hour to spare just then. So I listened to Henry tell me that he wanted a relationship and talk about the female staff he fancied. My response was that he would have to deal with his aggression and tension before he could manage a relationship.


Eventually, I managed to bring the conversation back to movement. As it turned out, Henry didn’t walk: he swaggered, and in an exaggerated manner. I asked him to leave the room and re-enter, but with an awareness of the center of his body, walking straight and tall, shoulder blades down and back, head held high, abdomen and spine up, and feet firmly on the ground with each step. He did and liked the feeling of walking with pride. Swagger, I explained, was something we held on to for the support we all needed. But good posture was a much better conduit for control and confidence.


As it was, Henry’s body presented as too rigid for exercise. Better to first relax his mind, so as to loosen up his body. Messages to the muscles, which propel movement, begin with thoughts. Similarly, it’s well known that many physical illnesses are psychologically driven. The pilgrims who journey to Tours, France, a place of healing, actually experience chemical changes in their brains that block pain. Similarly, music is a terrific medium for exercise, touching our senses through our hearts and spirits. There is no scientific evidence of energy or life force; however, there is a measurable amount of vibration in the body. Our universe is a mass of frequencies, which carry energy. The higher frequencies are what we hear and see; the lower frequencies are what we perceive through smell, taste and touch. We sense these vibrations through our sensors: ears, nose, eyes, and mouth. Our bodies then convert what our senses experience into an electro-chemical code, neural impulses that drive our bodies and minds. By going into our quiet space, we still the vibrations, allowing the mind to achieve peacefulness and calm. But because not everyone’s brain interprets these stimuli in the same manner, differences, often giving rise to disputes, may emerge. The way we perceive things depends on our environment and our experience. If someone in a red shirt has been aggressive to you, the next person who comes along in a red shirt may unconsciously invoke a defensive response.


I spent several weeks studying and practicing yoga in an ashram in Devon run by followers of Guru Amrit Desai. There I learned much from his teachings, which exposed me to Eastern philosophy. And there I learned to find my center, about two inches below the belly button. The Chinese call it the Tan-Tien. Anatomically, it lines up with the midpoint of our five fused vertebrae, making it the strongest part of our body. In spiritual terms, the center represents the place of the internal partner, the Spirit, “where the sun always shines regardless of the external weather of your life.” Sitting in the Yoga position, closing my eyes, and concentrating on the center allowed me to feel more in control of my life. It was there that I found my inner sanctuary of peace.


Those who accept the existence of their Spirit, Energy or God are never alone. They are strengthened in the knowledge that they are walking with another whose sole purpose is to guide them to their highest good. It becomes a partnership. There is always someone around with whom to talk. It’s a simple technique, but it can work on a cognitive level by fostering awareness of what we’re doing and why we’re doing it. With sufficient practice, what follows is the possibility of changing old patterns of behavior.


Henry seemed so lonely. I didn’t want to say too much, merely to convey the idea that he wasn’t alone. I hoped to kindle in him an awareness of a greater power that was always there to guide him – if he surrendered to it and used it as a conduit to overcome his sense of solitude and disconnect. When something is not working out and you find yourself in conflict with your environment or surroundings, I told him, step back, wait, and listen for your inner voice. Do nothing, remain open, and the answers will come. If you’re uncertain about what to do, forget about it. Remove the emotion from the situation, don’t force a solution, and life will find its way of answering. There is scientific evidence substantiating the existence of this inner voice and its association with the pineal gland, a small pine-shaped endocrine structure found near the middle of the brain where the thalamus halves join, and no blood-brain barrier exists. The structure links to a light-sensing organ known as the pineal or “third eye.” René Descartes believed it to be the “principal seat of the soul.”
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