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 I arrived in India with my husband and daughter into the land of contradictions. I had a head full of memories of previous visits and a belly full of family constellations and the source from where my soul has been feeding for years now. 

We had an organizational workshop planned with The Indian Institute of Management, but, if it were to be, I wanted to do family constellation work in India. I had found internet references to the work of Bert Hellinger being done in Ashrams and I wanted if possible to work at a local level.  We were staying with Indian friends from 30 years ago and they suggested that some of their friends might be interested in experiencing organizational and family systemic work. Something may have already started working, as within 24 hours there was a viable group.  A week later we did an introduction day. Someone lent us his house, 3 people brought the food and it happened. We did Organizational work and finished up with a family constellation. One of the outcomes was that a couple who were there asked me to work with a youth group between the ages of 17 and 25 years. The woman is from south India, she works with young people and provides creative space for making changes in peoples lives, and her husband from the far north is a surgeon and Tai chi master.  The following weekend “A Youth Get-Together” was arranged. They were from various parts of India, some south and some from the hills in the north, all studying in the city we were working in, and a young American man who had arrived in India the previous day. The common language was English.

I wondered how would a group of young Indians respond to this work? Would I be culturally sensitive enough, my fear of the unknown and fear of failure were alive. I knew that the young people knew nothing about the work and our hosts had just seen one family constellation… and what to do if nothing happened?

So my preparation was to trust the process and remember that the Greater Soul which supported Marianne Franke-Gricksch’s (2003) work with young people supports me too. I needed to keep my superego in check, to remind myself that the organizer’s souls knew what they had experienced and to allow us all to be held by whatever guides us.  To trust the greater Soul in which we all participate.  I simply needed to be open to ‘what is’. Things happen at the right pace and time and I needed to Get small!

In further preparation of alignment I bowed to this vast culture of Sita and sati, maharajahs and ash covered sadhus, where sacred cows sit stately in the middle of rush hour traffic unperturbed.  There are God men and beggars, lepers and healers.  Sleepy bullocks with vermillion painted horns pull carts alongside turbaned men in rags also pulling bullock carts. A cacophony of sounds and blazes of color assault senses already soused with perfumed 7 star hotels and stenches of open sewers. A city of widows sit in white saris with shaven heads, begging and praying, repeating prayers for their dead husbands until their own deaths. This is the land of monsoon palaces where strutting peacocks shriek and mystics abound.  Alongside Bollywood are the street dwellers and the shanty shacks where rag pickers abide. Erotic temple carvings contrast to images of the gods painted on street walls - a deterrent to public urination and defecation. The jasmine garlanded rickshaw driver tells the metaphysical tourist how vultures are now an endangered species. The sacred river Ganges keeps flowing offering communal cleansing and nurturing to all who bathe in her. There are sees of people; the cities are teeming with people. The beaches where fully clothed Indian women bathe in the waves at sunset welcome topless tourists whose tips save lives. Karma and coco cola; the land of Royal India, British India and the Mahatma ‘Gandhi’ A place which can take us Westerners to our very edges and beyond, challenging and giving in such fundamental ways.

During this process I came across a story of creation, which the writer Gita Mehta’s 5-year-old son told her, and the shape of it touched me. It may be his own explanation of the birth of his country as even Sanskrit scholars in Varanasi have not heard of it, or, his mother, who lives between England, America and India, says it may be:

“The interpretation he gave to his grandparents determination to give him a country and a sense of belonging” Mehta p. 216.

“In an ice blocked cave in the Himalayas Shiva is deep in meditation.  The Goddess who loves him has been banished from his sight lest she disturb his meditation.  She wanders the world trying to forget the great ascetic, determined not even to turn and look in his direction.  But she cannot help herself and standing on a wave in the Indian Ocean, she turns and stretches her arms towards the mountains, beseeching the ascetic God to enter her embrace.  Into the space between her arms explode rice fields and stone fortresses and elephants and glaziers and coconut palms and temples – in short the continent of India “ (ibid p.217)

That is why, Gita’s son informed her, stretching out his arms in the semi-sphere of embrace; India, is this shape!

Now when I read this I felt something universal, the wonder of the un-interrupted reaching out movement.  I could move forward towards mother India saying ‘thank you and please’… I called it in my heart “the shape of longing”.

So chairs were arranged outside in the compound and for a while I thought of asking how could we work in the heat with the music and voices blaring from the two mosques up the street? Then the group started to arrive and we were caught up in introductions.  My real fear was could I hold all this.

We hung the paper fish mobile from the tamarind tree and sitting under its branches started with a round. I asked in advance if people would let me know if I was doing or saying something culturally inappropriate, as it was not my intention to do so. We chatted a bit about systems and Hellinger, the Orders, constellations and the Soul.  We talked about the ancient Indian science known as Ayurveda – the knowledge of life. Their greatest sages had pondered the human condition, how man aware of his own mortality might deal with and cure the fear of time.  Given his state of agitation, how could he acquire the concentration to discover the universal life force, realize the eternal Self? How could people access the energy to be still? To still the mind the Sages came up with a series of sounds and chants, sacred syllables to sooth the ear.  They choose circular forms, mandalas with representational figures as a meditation for the eyes. To release energies they designed Asanas, particular postures, a meditation for the whole body. (Mehta 1997) And I likened these to the circular form of the constellation, to the positions of the representatives in the constellations and to the sounds and sentences, which move the soul.  Some one had an issue and they eased into the work like it was second nature to them, as of course it is.

We worked for the morning on the baked clay of a compound, parched and longing for the monsoon, where the Tai chi master practices at dawn, an already sacred space for the informing field to form.

She had spoken to me in the morning, of the passion and confusion in her life, of her nature worship, her degree in tree ecology, her love of the forest and the amount of time she spends there, usually alone and sometimes bringing a tribal (woman) to climb the trees with her.

She smiled a lot a beautiful open smile that was followed by a shrinking and a folding inward.  She said she did not know what to do about her fiancée, they shared a passion for nature but he wanted to live in a city and she wanted to live in the jungle.  He did not tell her but his sister did, he was cold emotionally and she did not need the amount of space he gave her.  She said she felt cluttered in her head and she shook it. Just before lunch she told me she would be leaving after lunch.

I felt my shame barometer rising, Oopps! I was caught up in something here? I got distance and could become curious about what was going on and remembered that one of the freedoms of constellation work for me is not working through the transference. I wondered whose place in her family I was taking and reminded myself that she has a mother and held her mother and the whole system in my heart.

She did return after lunch. I realigned myself with the group, it was very hot and the thought passed through my head ‘this is the graveyard shift’.  There was a long silence, I toyed with the idea of inviting her to work and tried to interpret the message of my hesitancy to do so. Then I did.  She just kept shaking her head saying it is just too cluttered in here.  I asked; would you like to look at the clutter? And she came and she sat. In that moment she looked very young and bewildered. As we stayed with the clutter and the purpose it served, honoring and befriending it she smiled and breathed out.

I am an only child, my mum died when I was 18, it was not her death that was so bad – I know that people die, it was her suffering, 3 years of kidney trouble and we could not do any thing, Bappa adored her so much, he would not let any one else nurse her

How did you feel?

Helpless.

And you are an only child?

Well I had a brother but he died very young, after 4 days or something –

Not important really (but her eyes said something different).

How old were you?

About two and a half, we never spoke about him but we were all very

happy.

Did he have a name?

Yes (she bowed her head) – I think it was Pikash (she looked up) but he is 

gone and we never spoke about him.

I Know.

She picks reps for her parents, herself and for Pikash and sets them up in an ideal way; father, mother, client and her brother.  The mother is looking down and the boy looks v defiant.
 We move the son away and the mother wants to follow.

The client is very lonely; she has stopped her mother from going.  We bring in the mother’s mother.

We end up with the extended family and the client behind them with her dead brother in front of them and the children cannot see or reach each other because of the clutter of people between them.

She has chosen a young man from north India to represent her brother, he stands proudly with a warrior quality, his long black hair tied in a ponytail and his arms tattooed from wrist to the top of his sleeveless black t-shirt that says ‘Fuck the System’.  He says he wants to be seen and to be loved.  Hearts open and melt, she tells him he will always have a place in her heart, how she has missed him, he softens, she would loved to have played with him, to show him the forest and teach him to climb trees, she really takes him in and for some reason I ask her how old she is, she is 25 and I ask the rep he is 22 and a half, she is two and a half years older than the representative… so she looks at who Pikash might have been like and is greatly moved.  They accept their fate and the pain of it. Then she whispers…I have written letters to you, no body knows – I thought I was abnormal.  They take leave of each other.

 She goes to her mother who is supported by her own mother and then she turns away, shakes her head and says, how can I tell my grandmother that I can’t marry this boy (her fiancée), she is just simple, she wouldn’t understand.  I ask her to look and to let the women see her and suggest that there might be more support than she is aware of through the line of women from which she comes.  But maybe she feels she can’t cause any more pain? She nods and the healing tears are coming now.  So we see the shape of longing as she moves to her mother supported by her grandmother and all the women through whose wombs life has come to her. She is little and she asks and is held, she takes and she takes.  I ask her to remember this feeling.

We sit down again under the protection of the tamarind tree, those in the holding group are very moved and again there is a silence, a long silence a very different silence brimming over with love and beyond. We let the soul be.  I thank the ground that has supported us and Mother India for what we had all been given.

The music from the mosques seems to have stopped; it is pretty hot and time for chai. While we have chai some of the group are tidying up and have taken down the mobile, it is a gift for me and when I look they have each pined their nametags to a part of it.

Postscript

“Perhaps it needs a child to recognize that there is a force pulling into itself every tragic disparity, every dispersion of race and language and religion, every confusion that is India.  Inspiring its people in a feeling larger than patriotism, something which they stretch out their arms to reach…I can’t say what it is, only that when I am away it pulls at me, and I long for the land shaped by longing” (Mehta. 1996. .216)

It seems that wherever we are the greater Soul knows the same shape of longing. The group had experienced a ‘connectedness and what Philippa Lubbock describes as:

“An opportunity for a truth to arise from a source of information that is not influenced by our belief system or the stories we have been told but through the felt experience in our bodies” (2001. p. 23)

These were some comments from the group later:

We all share so much

Interdependence of all life

The importance of family and its values

Very powerful for me

Amazed at the connections and what I felt.

Want more of this and want to learn about it

I am 18 and I know what it feels like to be a grandfather.

I had no idea why I came and l don’t remember feeling like that…so connected since I must have been very little.

To think I might have missed it.

So who is Bert Hellinger?
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