
Focusing Training in Gaza

29th December 2011 - January 4th 2012

We arrived as a team of 4 to deliver 4 days of “Using Focusing for Yourself” - Mary Jennings and Jerry Conway were lead trainers with Mohamed Altawil and Lina Geha as support trainers and translators.  Simon Kilner is also part of the project and did much to help us prepare - he hopes to join us on a future visit.

We were hosted by the Palestine Trauma Centre - Gaza and had 21 participants including psychologists, social workers, animators, and members of the PTC Board.  In addition to many field workers from NGO’s we were surprised to find a number of senior staff including the head of school counselling from the ministry of Education, a project manager from Mercy Corps, and the head of Mind Body Medicine for Gaza.

Planning

This project has been 3 years in the planning preparation and translation of training materials, testing the materials with Arabic speakers, and pooling approaches to training to come up with a training programme we could own jointly.   The Focusing Institute provided some funding for developing and translating materials and subsequently we’ve had funding from individual focusers and Quaker Peace and Social Witness (UK) and Irish Quaker Faith in Action.  There have been a number of delays due to closure of borders and difficulties obtaining visas.  This gave us the opportunity to fully prepare including a test run with members of the Board of PTC - UK in Hatfield.

We drew exercises from a wide range of Focusing trainers including some presented at the community wellness workshops, Children Focusing materials, Biospiritual Focusing and our core material was from inner relationship Focusing and the Afghanistan project.  Future projects should not under estimate the time it takes to plan a robust programme particularly if it is to be delivered by a team.

Training Materials and Approaches

We discovered that one of the most popular elements was the use of drama to present Focusing skills and concepts and these included:

· Jerry and Mary doing a skit on finding a felt sense when you have forgotten to do something before leaving the house
· Jerry and Mary doing a drama on sensing for the right distance for a part (feeling inside) of us.
· Lina and Mohamed doing a drama on the stages of Focusing by acting out meeting a friend (part/feeling) sitting down with them in a café and then saying goodbye.
More than anything these dramas showed how to build trust with a part of us or feeling inside us and how the Focuser is in charge of the process.

One to one Focusing exercises in the morning worked fine but having another in the afternoon proved to be too much and so we changed the programme to fit in more active exercises in the afternoons.  Things like drawing, or objects as well as movement proved useful here.

Exercises included:

· The difference between describing and sensing by Focusing on an object - adapted from material by Ann Weiser Cornell and René Veuglers.
· Pausing and sensing for what is not clear - from community wellness focusing.
· Drawing pictures by sensing into your name from Children Focusing
· Resiliency by sensing on the green and dry stick from Pat Omidian and Nina Lawrence
· Qualities of Caring - sensing if the part of you would like a quality of caring - developed from bio spiritual focusing
· Safe place exercise and drawing pictures of the safe place inside - from Pat and Nina
· Using presence language - Anne Weiser Cornell and Barbara McGavin
· Listening to the story teller - Pat and Nina.
We had useful advice from Focusers in South Africa and Canada on containing trauma and at their suggestion we put in a number of grounding exercises including:

· Using presence language
· Breathing exercises
· Movement
· and safe space.
We taught each exercise as a skill they could take home and use and we asked them to practice these as homework:

· Pausing
· Listening to someone in silence when you go home
· Reflecting back to someone
The title of the training was “Using Focusing for Yourself” and we stressed the importance of learning Focusing for yourself before teaching others.

Impressions of Gaza

Gaza is 46 km long and 10 km wide and is home to 2 million people - or as Mary pointed out - half the population of Ireland.  It is densely populated and many people live in camps as displaced people - most of which were set up around 1948.  Some camp houses are very make-shift with corrugated roofs while others have rebuilt their camp dwelling with a more permanent house.  We were shown large areas where homes, mosques, schools and hospitals had been destroyed in the 2008-9 war.  The procedure for crossing the border is long and drawn out and we were told that the 4 hour wait and 6 passport inspections we experience was a smooth crossing and it could take much longer.  Palestinians have other hurdles to cross in applying for exit visas and waiting up to 2 weeks to be allowed to leave due to a quota imposed by the Egyptians.

Feedback and Reception

We received an enthusiastic response with Ahmed, the local organiser saying it had exceeded his expectations.  There was general agreement that Focusing would help people in Gaza and they were keen for us to return.

At a meeting with PTC on the last day we agreed to work with them on a strategy to develop Focusing in Gaza, and in particular, work with a core group who can be trained to introduce Focusing to others and provide supervision.  We also agreed to fix a date to return to Gaza to provide further training to the same participants.

PTC are keen to develop a model of supervision for Focusing in Gaza.  We said we would find out what models of supervision are being used in other projects.  Please let us know if you have any examples.

We were impressed with the sincerity of the PTC board and all the staff and volunteers we met and their general desire to help their fellow Palestinians.  We think they will be a good partner to work with to develop Focusing.

There is quite a bit of aid work going into Gaza and it felt like this was not well co-ordinated.  There are a number of psycho social programmes and also a big interest in mind body medicine.  The general impression was that Focusing was compatible with these other approaches but we may need to do more work to see where it fits in the wider scheme of things.

We were amazed at the hospitality we received with an invitation to someone’s house each night for a feast.  I said we would go home with full hearts and full stomachs!

Conclusion

All in all this was a rich experience for us all and we have been challenged and changed by what we encountered in Gaza.  We were full of admiration for a people who were working hard to rebuild shattered homes and lives with an uncertain future ahead of them.  All in all I am left with an impression of a warm and sincere group of people who are struggling to support their community through times of unimaginable difficulty.

Jerry Conway - January 2012


