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Introduction: _ The multidimensional programs | will describe have been designed to

support families coping with traumatic loss -victims of terrorism and other tragedies.
These programs have been developed and implemented by Selah over the past
nine years; Selah is a non-profit organization with a countrywide network of
volunteers, offering emergency outreach, as well as long-term support, to
immigrants in crisis.

Loss, trauma and immigration _ : In designing programs for immigrant families one

has to take into account the complex interaction between loss and trauma and
immigration.

Trauma may complicate the mourning process (Rando,1996).

Trauma , for new immigrants, is compounded by the identity crisis and the many
losses inherent in the process of immigration, involving multiple stresses as well as
language difficulties.  Immigrants are often cut off supportive networks, so
important in times of crisis.

For those in the middle of the three interfacing circles ( see slide 1)- Life has been
disrupted in a fracture of a second, by trauma and loss (for example in the
dolphinarium suicide bombing or Air Siber plane crash.

This is disruption of an already disrupted ( by imm igration) lifeline.

SELAH'S volunteer have been in touch with these families right from the first hours

after the tragedy, in the hospitals, the forensic lab or at the home ,offering



emotional as well as practical support, information and serving often as a bridge to
other services.

Due to the increasing numbers of terror victims, the strong need for continous long
term support and the high number of newly bereaved families with pressing needs,
the approach had to be modular, suited to different stages in the grief process.

A structured approach:

The support group workshops (slide 2) are carried out mostly in the context of
weekend seminars, bringing people together from all over the country. They are one
component of many other seminar programs, held usually at the second day of the
two-three day seminars (after participants have already spent time together and
shared various activities) . The workshops are faciltitated by mental health

proffessionals (all experts in trauma and bereavment support).

Other seminar activities include nature hikes, moderately challenging physical activ ities
as well as trips to sites of historical interest co mbined with lectures. The program is
designed to address the need for  belonging and search for meaning , putting pain in a

larger framework and perspective.

In each seminar three simultaneous programs are hel  d: one for adults, the second for
teenagers and the third for the school- age and pre  school children who have lost
parents or siblings (all groups meet together at meal times and for a few joint activities). A
team of experienced camp counselors coordinate the childrens and teens groups with a high

staff- children ratio.

The three hour workshops are tailored to meet needs of different age groups. The childrens
groups include 6-8 children and two facilitators for each group . A structured workshop for
helping children cope with loss has been designed to help widows\widowers and bereaved
parents with surviving children identify and understand their childs needs as well as providing
space for sharing and adressing their own deep loss.

Special programs are designed for grandparents raising orphaned grandchildren (about fifty

such grandparent families have participated ).

Towards the end of the seminar joint family activities are carefully organized (with much

forethought on each detail and on the “how” to reconcile different needs of family members).



At this stage the children often share their experiences with the adults through an art

exhibition, a puppet show they prepared or other creative means.

Survival and Post Traumatic Growth in Nature:

Here are two examples of the structured group workshops:

Post Traumatic Growth in Nature  — A program of connecting with natural processes of
healing and regeneration in nature. Participants resonate strongly with metaphors from
nature (such a burnt olive tree , hollow on the inside yet flourishing and producing fruit ).
Space is created for reflecting , indeed wondering about the “secret’s of the hidden
processes of renewal, healing, and growth after trauma (such as fire, hail, flood or axing).
Survival in the Desert — For example, getting to understand and reflecting the ways living
organisms protect themselves in adverse conditions (minimizing surface exposure, using
protective shields such as wax covers, developing deep roots etc) and how they (and we)
manage with scarce resources.

The two last programs have been developed together with Dr Zvia Shappira — a lecturer in

Botany at the Tel-Aviv University.

The underlying philosophy: A key concept is post-traumatic growth, based on t he

concept coined by Tedeschi and Calhoun (1996).

These programs are about acknowledging the irrevoca ble loss , creating space for
grieving , normalizing individual responses , shari ng and validating feelings while
setting the conditions for post-traumatic recovery and opening up new possibilities for
the creative transformation of trauma, growing out of the deepest pain and suffering.
Posttraumatic growth refers to changes in perceptio n of self; relationships with
others; and philosophy of life. These three dimensi ons are adressed in the programs,
harnessing the transformative powers of trauma (for example , in introducing the
expressive arts we can note in advance the experien  ce people after trauma have of not
recognising oneself. We invite them to be prepared for surprising themselves, to
experiment with new materials and discover new mode s of self expression they did
not know of before. Participants often are surprise d to discover resouces they did not
realise existed. The access to ones resources is ma  de possible by the supportive and
non- intrusive presence of others).

Post-traumatic growth does not occur in a vacuum . Reconnecting with others is seen

as a basic condition for the such growth.



Belonging and _reconnecting : Our experience has emphasised the power of belongin g

and reconnecting- reconnecting to oneself , to ones family, community , country ,

nature and life.

The framework of workshops _: Each session begins with an introduction, an outdoor walk

in nature (with stops on the way for relaxation and reflecting together) . Then back indoors -
creative activity (about 50-60 minutes). The participants are able to use various materials
placed beforehand : The facilitators often move between the tables and interact with
participants as neccesary, mainly providing a non intrusive presence encouraging each
individuals capacity to be alone and connect with his or her resources.

Then we come together again for a 60-90 minute session of sharing.

This is followed by a structured closure (such as a ritual of creating a collective artwork or
poem by the facilitator joining together a string of expressions by group participants; This is a
reflecting procedure — an adaptation from narrative procedures ). Appropriate closure is most
important given the intensity of the group process and the immense difficulty in separating .
The childrens and teenagers groups follow the same structure but with more time for
outdoors activity, the creative arts and individual interavtion with facilitators within the group

and often less emphasis on sharing with all the

group.

The expressive arts and working through trauma and loss -:

The expressive arts have been incorporated in various ways in the different programs- using
music, bibliotherapy as well as the visual arts. (slide 4).

The use of non- verbal means was originally introduced in order to cross cultural and
language barriers , using the universal language of images and symbols.

Our experience shows that artwork provides a means for processing information and
containing strong emotions  as well as a way of weaving together a narrative out of

disrupted parts of life (and self).

Listening with one’s eyes

I do not know Russian or amharic. This has made listening with my eyes important.
| find myself engaged in most moving and meaningful encounters without words.
Words are important but they may also get into the way, especially in the aftermath of

trauma, experience beyond words.



Stories Waiting To Be Told

| am going to ask you here to listen with your eyes (and heart) to stories waiting to be told.
Photographs were taken of these works with written consent in advance by participants. The

picture taking and written protocols gives the process also a sense of bearing testimony.

lllustrations from parent groups:

Torn between the living and the dead : Slide 4- A woman whose husband was killed 5
months ago created this work .

Husband killed

We see here a whole scene — her lounge at home- out of play dough and pipe-cleaners. Each
detail tells a story and gradually the story begins to unfold, telling of life before the tragedy.

This is about being torn between the dead and the living..

With all the others in their chairs listening she preferred to sit on the floor, trying to hold back the
tears, and sighing from deep down within her.

“I am all caught up in knots of thoughts. Every par t of my body, right down to my feet, is
entangled in thoughts. Many of them are black thoug hts.

| want to be with my husband all the time. He isal = ways there, you can see him standing
behind the empty chair. Sitting in the other chair is my little boy. He is wearing green-the
color of life. He is my hope. | know that he needs me and | am stuck in the middle, actually
nowhere, not knowing who to turn to first”.

Life Divided into Before and After:

We mentioned the large group of grandparents raising orphaned grandchildren and the
tremendous pressures they have to cope with:



The severed
car

Baby

Bereaved mothef
struggling to go on

with life and take

care of granchil

Here we see a collage out of newspaper cuttings with a car cut in half . The baby is left in

the back seat. The father, who was a taxi driver and sat in the front seat, is gone.

There is no-one to drive the car. “How can a car go on with two wheels, no engine and no
driver?”

The severed care represents life divided forever into “before” and “after

-Another image of life disrupted is the drawing (by a widower) of the opening notes of
Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony, suddenly cut off. The rest of the page was left blank.
It is not just the severing of the life of the wife who was killed but also one’s own life,

self and identity.

This man was initially totally frozen and immobilized in a state of shock and unable to speak.

What enables people in such deep grief to be able to express themselves ?

A crucial factor explaining the special climate of closeness is the dedication and most caring
and sensitive support of the volunteers , who are presentin the group and have actually
been with these families right from the first hours after tragedy in the forensic lab, at the
funeral, at home.

Some of the volunteers are bereaved parents that pa  rticipated in the first group
support programs back in 1995/6 and now volunteert o help the newly bereaved.

Becoming a volunteer and helping others is another aspect of post-traumatic growth

and meaning construction



Role Reversal- Children Protecting Parents:

*A mother who lost a son in the army used a photocopied picture (we often use such prompts
) of someone barely crossing a deep void . She placed on that picture a figure from play dough
with a hand stretched over the void

She explained how she was pulled out of death’s grip by her grand-daughter.

The child often represents the hope, the sole reason to go on living — the little hand pulling
one out of death’s grip

From the parent’s point of view the child represents hope.

From the child’s point of view this may be a great burden . Children feel a great need to
comfort parents, to compensate them for what they have lost.

To keep that hand outstretched means is a greatres  ponsibility ; The child may live in
constant fear that if she fails (to provide, indeed be, a good enough reason for living) the

parent just will fall down the void and be swallow ed into the black hole of despair.

Immigrant children often play a parental role — taking care and protecting their parents.
Having learned the language quicker, as well as the know-how, they are the ones to guide
parents around, translate the letter from National Insurance, etc. They are often the reason the

parents immigrate.

Creating a protective space- An indirect approach

This is a non-intrusive approach allowing space for the going back and forth , alternating
between avoidance and re-enactment , taking great care not to overwhelm or breach what has
been left of the “protective shield”.

The use of metaphors provides a protective distance.
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For example-

A woman whose son was killed in a most brutal assault, leaving a pregnant wife widowed , bursted
out in the middle of a session. Turning to me she asked-

“1 want the psychologist to explain to me how come he (the baby born after his fathers death
and now three months old) screams every time he ent  ers his father's room ,. He stops only
when taken out of that room.” She had told us before that she herself avoids entering the room.
She just cannot understand her husband who sits in the room all day. However, she obviously did
not see how her own difficulty in entering the room was conveyed to the baby.

Instead of confronting her directly and talking diectly about her difficulty we could use a third-
person form of approach. | referred to a work we had just talked about—

In that work out of plasticine and foam sticks we could see the two foam sticks (representing the
parents) and a figure of little child , all alone with his back to the parents . The sticks were actually
shaking , trembling , about to collapse any minute.

Bereaved Parents- Shaking and
in Precarious Balance.

| Figure of surviving sibling- left all alonef
| 4 Sensing parents vibrations yet unable tp
decipher them or do anything to help

Do you remember that little boy?” | asked her, referring to that work (the participants
had discussed how scared they were of the childrens reactions and how they were avoiding
them). “He cannot see his parents but he can definitely feel all the vibrations. He feels
everything.”



This was an indirect and less threatening  way, to convey a message of how children

are sensitive to vibrations.

Focus on the work, not on the self, is a way to protect the potential space , in danger
of collapsing (Ogden).

Providing protective distance is crucial especially at times when the self is so vulnerable
. Trauma can complicate grief (the above example) and has to be adressed before work on
loss.

We have to take care to avoid re-traumatisation . This is also why we do not
encourage the sharing in the group (especially in first sessions or in the ecute stage of
grief) of the horrifying details of the violent deaths. The focus instead centers on ways of
coping-understanding what helps and what gets in the way of coping.

This example also illustrates the mutual regulation and complex reciprocal interaction

between parent figures and the child.

This sort of group work helps parents become aware of the subtle messages they
convey to children, helping them to separate their own responses from those of the
child , and not less important have their own experiences validated and normalized (so
many times those in deep grief ask themselves —Am | going crazy? | do not know myself

anymore).

A coming together that acknowledges and respects d ifferences

In the example above there were extreme differences between the mother and father
(him sitting in the room and her not being able to enter that room). Both were grieving the
same son but in different ways.

Making room for differences is another aspect of the groupwork. Respect for cultural

differences is also most important ( for instance in mourning customs).

lllustrations from childrens groups

Reenactment , intrusion and avoidance - Working through trauma comes before

working through loss.

Re-enactment-

*A 5-year-old boy who lost both father and grandmother in the Air Sibir plane crash
drew the huge missile and plane falling into the sea. He explained that they were freezing

in the cold sea and in danger of being devoured by sharks.



Listening with one’s eyes, one could see him actually shivering as he was re-enacting
the experience of them freezing to death in the cold sea. He went over and over this scene
again later when playing with lego. Primitive fears , magical thinking and omnipotent
fantasies are often dominant (especially with preshoolers). Worrying about what the dead
are feeling and experiencing is common.

The cold se

*Avoidance and the intrusion of the black -
Another 9-year-old wanted to draw a heart as a present for his mother. He threw away several
drawings because the black kept on spoliling it. This illustrates the alternation back and forth

between avoidance and intrusion. This alternation is expressed in various ways in art.

In order to provide a protected space, work with children has to be done in small
doses, with flexibilty within a structured framework. A possibilty to leave the room and
come back is allowed for ( The camp counselors are available in the sessions in case
any child wants to go out). There are many oppurtunities for one-to-one interactions in

the group , as well as being with oneself while in the presence of others ).



*Nourishing Memories

Treating the trauma and adressing fears can pave the way for the unblocking the
grieving process and for gaining access to nourishing memories and continuing bonds
(Klass, 1996) with the dead. The memories are important for the childs self
development.

This 7 year old boy boy was able eventually to show how he used to play with his
father and brother (both dead) on a sled in the snow in Russia.

Formerly he seemed to have blocked off all memories.

Child in the cente

Fathe

Brother

“This is me in the center on a sled in the snow vhitmy
brother and father when they were alive. They were
playing with me in the snow. We had a lot of fun.”

Bereaved children are often cut of their past, having to concentrate all their efforts on
adaptation. Art can be used as we see here as a means for narrative construction as

well as keeping memories alive.

The child in the picture is in the center and the story is about his life.

Preferred narratives are those with the  child in the center .

So many times we hear of life narratives organized with a parent or the dead
family member at the center.

Narrative reconstruction means validating subjectiv e experience-strengthening
the self.

This also means attempting to restore the “going on being” —Bridging past,

present and future.

From Survival in the Desert Workshop:

Metaphors from nature prove to be powerful vehicles of emotion and meaning making.



*A last program out of the modular design | want to mention is the Survival in the
Desert workshop. This 11 year girl was very impressed by the desert hike to Ein Ovdat
and went to great lengths to find a black crayon. Probably due to overuse in previous
seminars, there was no black crayon at hand.

She eventually found one and was able to put in the different layers, including the black

ones, the burnt tree beside the green plants.

The burnt tree/

Green growth in the desert

I

Let us learn from this ten year old expert on survival and post-traumatic growth:

We see a desert but also signs of life — plants and water

The buried layers of black are there as well as new  layers of different shades..

Let us remember that the black layers will always be there in spite of 0 ur rescue
fantasies. The black may surface at times through cracks on th e surface at sensitive
periods.

Buried emotions which are not expressed or acknowle dged may burst like “Geysers”

from the past at unexpected times.

SOME PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTITIONARS
Titrate! - Work in small doses, keeping the level o f anxiety
well within the capacity of the child.
Follow the child’s response-Listening with one’s ey es (and heart) and monitoring
vibrations (including our own).
Do not let words to get in the way
Outdoor physical activities, that are challenging a nd enhance mastery, can be of
value. Sports , hiking as well as breathing and re  laxation can contribute to self
regulation.
Don't forget the fun- It is only through enjoyment and play that the anxiety can be

mastered .



Culture sensitivity is important.

Dare to expect miracles! Our expectations can be se  [f fulfilling prophecies. Trauma is
transforming.

Post-traumatic growth is a valuable concept to be h eld in mind.

A thirsty tree \

v

A tiny can

A final note : Talking about miracles , this last drawing (by a 7 yr old boy) , also from
the survival in the desert workshop shows a boy watering a thirsty tree with such a tiny
can and look!- So much water is coming out of it! This is a miracle like the miracle of the
jug of oil at Chanukah ( a little jug but enough to last eight days). Every time we see
these families break through isolation, moving gradualy out of the of the initial frozen
state of shock, gathering some strength and discovering their ability to be helped and
help each other struggle on their long and rutted way, is a kind of miracle. People in the
most adverse conditions can discover resources and creativity they had no idea existed.
Let us hope that with our tiny “cans” we can also go on discovering new resources ,

finding new ways to “be there” and to provide the crucial support for families in need.



