UNDERSTANDING TRAUMA AND POST TRAUMATIC STRESS (PART IX):
PRINCIPLES OF TRAUMA HEALING AND PERSONAL GROWTH 

By Cristina Casanova for The Guidance Channel 

In the past 15 years there has been a proliferation of therapies, discoveries and insights into the healing of trauma that range from the body-centered therapies to the shamanic and traditional spiritual perspectives. In our next few articles we will discuss some of these perspectives and practices, while exploring some of the common principles of healing. We will then leave it to you to identify the practices and orientations that best suit the diverse populations you serve. 

The process of recovery from trauma and personal growth is different for each person. For some the symptoms may dissolve rapidly, for others the process may take years or even a lifetime. For many others it becomes the door to a spiritual awakening. 

Signs that tell us we are healing: 
· We feel a new sense of joy and vitality. 

· We develop a positive attitude towards ourselves and others. 

· We feel whole. 

· We can identify and tolerate feelings from the original event without any overwhelming reaction. 

· We feel capable of having positive, loving relationships. 

· We are able to sustain a more encompassing range of feelings. 

· We may experience a spiritual awakening, feeling a loving connection to God or a spiritual reality. 

· We stop dwelling in the past and take responsibility for our lives. 

· We learn to accept our past and commit to creating a positive future. 

· We feel empowered. 

· We may want to participate in community service and/or become active members of our communities. 

· We may re-commit to make our childhood dreams come true. 

· We become present and loving to the child within. 

PRINCIPLES OF HEALING 

Healing can begin as a result of a crisis. 

A personal, national or global crisis can lead us to discover hidden strengths and/or to breakthrough limiting patterns of thought and behavior. The recent crisis of September 11th illustrates this through the way a rather impersonal and busy city like New York transformed into a caring community with thousands of strangers gathering together to pray, mourn, and celebrate the city's heroes. 

Healing starts when we learn to manage the post-traumatic symptoms. 

Strategies, techniques and practices that help us reduce stress, learn how to control the mind, and manage anger will help us live a more manageable life and reduce some of the most troubling symptoms. 

Healing takes place when the traumatic memory -- along with its associated feelings, sensations, and images -- is processed. 

As indicated in previous articles, a dissociated traumatic memory is separated from present consciousness and from other adaptive memories. When these memories are processed and integrated into the body/mind/spirit system, the highly charged energy is released and the past ceases to hold us captive. We learn to live in the here and now. Glenn R. Schiraldi says that, "Integration means more than just thinking about memories. Intrusions are thought about, but that is not sufficient to heal. In fact, simply thinking about the traumatic memory may simply reinforce the memory. Integration means that memories are transformed and reorganized in a meaningful way. We process the dissociated trauma memories until we come to terms with them, make sense of them, and can put them to rest." This healing process is referred to in many ways, including: 

· Integrating 

· Processing 

· Assimilating 

· Digesting or metabolizing (becoming aware of memory fragments and then neutralizing and assimilating each part) 

· Coming to terms with the memory 

· Making sense of the memory 

· Reframing (changing the way we view the event) 

Healing comes within a safe and accepting relationship. 

Ron Kurtz writes, "The goal and primary result of establishing a successful relationship is the cooperation of the client at an unconscious level. The client slips into an easy working relationship, with no need to resist. The therapist has established herself or himself as nonthreatening and understanding of the client's experiences…Without the cooperation of the unconscious, the therapy process moves very slowly, if at all." Good therapy or counseling avoids triggering the need to resist. All healing, but particularly the healing of trauma, requires a warm, accepting attitude on the part of the counselor. This attitude requires a deep understanding of us, as counselors, as well as the clients, and it also must be a genuine part of our emotional make-up. 

Healing occurs when personal boundaries are set in place. 

To understand how boundaries are affected by trauma, G. Schiraldi invites us to, "Think of yourself as a beautiful house, lovely outside and in. The house is a place of comfort -- a secure place from which you can explore the world. Around the house is a sturdy fence with a gate. You have also strong doors and windows. You can open the gates and windows to invite welcome guests, friends and family. You keep them closed to keep out danger. Trauma blew open your doors and burst into your house. It may have convinced you that you are powerless to close the doors. Perhaps the door has remained open and danger has walked in too often. Or you may have closed the door so tight that no one can get in anymore. Perhaps you no longer open the windows, so stale air remains trapped and no light or fresh air can enter. Maybe you have stopped beautifying the inside of your house and your health is declining because you stay so confined." 

Our personal boundaries are like the doors, gates and windows. Healing takes place when we learn to set limits and put strong boundaries in place. Trauma broke our boundaries and part of the process of healing is to rebuild them. In trauma, we lose control of our "house." Setting strong boundaries helps us be in control of ourselves. We now have control to open the gates and windows of our "house" to express the feelings we want, to invite in safe people, to have the joy of friendship, to love, to pray, and to serve. Boundaries give us a sense of empowerment. They give us inner strength to pursue our goals and dreams, and to create the life that matters to us most. 

Healing happens when we embrace and accept all feelings. 

J. Welwood writes that "Drawing on emotion as a vehicle for self-illumination is known as transmutation. As an alchemical term, transmutation implies converting something apparently worthless into something extremely valuable, like lead into gold. The first step in taming the lion of emotion, in transmuting its fierce energy into illumination, is to feel it and let it be, without judging it as good or bad. Running away from a fierce animal or trying to thwart its energy only provokes further attack. We must learn to open directly to the energy of emotions." The first characteristic of emotional intelligence is self-awareness -- the ability to know what one is feeling at the moment one is feeling it. The moment we face our feelings directly, they lose the grip they have on us. It is important to relate to our feelings with compassionate acceptance. Beverly James communicates to traumatized children early in treatment: "There are parts of you that are funny, heroic, strong, smart, warm, angry, gross, tender, weak, and tricky that make you wonderfully special. I like the whole, big, warm, smelly, alive package of you." Our goal is self-acceptance and self-love. 

Healing is often connected to a spiritual awakening. 

Peter Levine reports that many people healing from trauma experience a spiritual awakening. Just like Scrooge in A Christmas Carol was able to transcend his previous limited state of fear, trauma can also be the catalyst to take us to a state of transcendence. As Thrangu Rinpoche said: "Once an affliction of the mind has been conquered, it cannot return." 

FOR ADDITIONAL RESOURCES… 

For more helpful information and resources addressing mental health and counseling-related issues, visit The Guidance Channel website. If you would like to share this newsletter with a colleague, you are welcome to forward this issue! 
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