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Foreword from the Editor 
 

 

 

The following is a chapter from an upcoming book, 
What Sustains Me. It is a collaborative book. Each chapter 
is written by a different author, stands on its own, and 
is released independently. When all chapters are ready, 
the book will be published as a regular book as well as 
an e-book.  

The central question in this project is: 
What sustains you? 

More specifically: What gives you a sense of peace, 
meaning and purpose in everyday life? What keeps you going 
when times are tough? What gives you the strength to face 
moments of crisis or despair? 

The book’s topic could be described as an 
‘existential quest’ or a ‘spiritual quest’. We are 
consciously avoiding these phrases because they can be 
misleading. For instance, ‘spiritual quest’ often conveys 
the sense of a search for outside resources, beyond the 
realm of the physical world. Such a definition would 
exclude experiences that involve inner resources.  

Our focus is on describing what we experience, as 
opposed to the philosophical or religious terms under 
which these experiences are usually framed. We are not 
describing a specific path, a ‘right way’ to do things, or 
a ‘correct’ narrative of how it all works out. To the 



 

 

contrary, we are coming at it from different approaches 
and belief systems, including agnostic and atheist 
perspectives.  

A key characteristic of this project is that each 
author is writing in a personal and experiential manner. 
The key word here is ‘experience’.  We hope that, by 
talking in terms of experiences rather than beliefs, we 
can find a bridge whereby people who come from 
different traditions or beliefs can be nourished by each 
other's experiences.   

You can follow the progress of this project at 
http://WhatSustainsMe.com 

 

Serge Prengel 
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Sadly our ability to harm and mutilate one another has 
kept pace with our extraordinary economic and scientific 
progress. We seem to lack the wisdom to hold our aggression 
in check and keep it within safe and appropriate bounds. 

From the Introduction to The Great Transformation, 
Karen Armstrong, 2006 
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I no longer practice as a psychotherapist. I am 
‘retired’ and live with my husband in a quiet town, 
Valkenburg, in the south of the Netherlands. 

I have a voluntary board function so spend a lot of 
time sitting at the computer, where I am now, day in, 
day out, emailing and skyping, thinking, and tapping 
away at my keyboard.  Otherwise I am in my garden, 
taking note of the cycles of the seasons, tilling the 
ground, planting seeds, weeding, and enjoying the 
fruits of my labours. 

I am happy with this existence. Nothing much more 
to say!  

Except that some time ago my internal volcano 
erupted unexpectedly, and without warning, over a 
rather trivial issue. I was at the gym, had done my forty 
minutes aerobic exercise, worked on a few machines 
and just wanted to finish off with an exercise machine I 
hadn’t used, before returning home for my morning cup 
of coffee. 

Sitting on, and standing around, the machines, 
including the one which I had thought of using, was a 
group of 6-8 young adolescent girls – as I suddenly 
perceived – doing nothing but ‘hogging’ the machines, 
looking vague, one or two playing with their smart 
phones, others just staring vaguely. I lost it! My blood 
pressure rose and before I could stop myself (just a 
fraction of a second of hesitation) I yelled at the young 
ladies. “Why are you sitting around doing nothing 
when people want to use these machines?” 
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They said nothing, just stared insolently.  

Before the volcano could explode completely and 
do any physical damage my, ‘Oh so reasonable self’, 
decided to make a quick exit to the changing rooms. I 
felt a wave of shame – a burning feeling spreading over 
my face, tension in my breathing, a little shaky all over. 
I sat still saying to myself, “Breathe in, breathe out, 
breathe in, breathe out”. I splashed cold water over my 
face and hurriedly dressed feeling myself calm down – 
a little.  

My, Oh so reasonable self popped her head up 
again. “You speak Dutch with an intolerable accent and 
impossible grammar and not even the local dialect that 
they are used to. They probably didn’t understand a 
thing you said. Perhaps they were just aware that there 
was a bulldog barking at them  – you can look rather 
frightening when you are in a rage! Perhaps you should 
be graceful and apologize. After all, you are an adult 
and they are still children!”  

I collected my bags and coat and went out to find 
them sitting around another set of machines. They 
indeed looked so young and another wave of shame 
came over me.  “How could I have yelled at them? They 
can’t help it.”  

So, feeling a little regretful, I took my courage in 
hand, approached them again and apologized, trying to 
smile pleasantly. However the anger was still bunching 
up around my shoulders and chest - there was no 
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opening to relaxation or warmth; I could feel the 
stiffness in my face and it all came out rather abruptly.  

As I sit here now I can feel the shame again. I can 
feel a few tears welling up, tears of compassion 
perhaps?  Firstly, compassion for myself. So, I yelled a 
little! Yes, I find it painful to see young women so 
uninterested in life, so closed off! This is what I felt at 
that age, confused, cut off, wanting so much, and angry 
at the world because everything feels beyond reach. 
And secondly for these young girls: I had wanted so 
much to say to them, “I have been there, I know what it 
feels like. Take this opportunity being offered to you! So 
many young people have nothing. But you have! Grasp 
life now while you are still young.”  

There is a lot of intensity in these moments. I want 
to not just focus on the ideas and intense feelings, and 
pay attention to the experience itself: The eruption of my 
anger, the tightness of my chest and back, my neck 
becoming stiff and my jaw chewing away. I often get the 
image of being in a glass cage, not being able to hear 
anything, banging on the glass, trying to cry out, feeling 
asphyxiated, my thoughts going around in circles, 
getting jumbled or becoming woolly and passing into a 
state of numbness. The world outside fades away - there 
is no possibility of communication. 

As I stay with the experience itself, not just the 
ideas, the tears come and I can feel a softening; I move 
into a more authentic state where I not only feel the 
anger and shame but can also allow the feelings of 
loneliness and isolation to surface, out of which, like a 
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flower coming into bloom, my heart opens up. I can feel 
the warmth flowing through my body; I can feel 
compassion with myself and for the little girl inside of 
me who is so keenly trying to reach out, longing to be 
heard, feeling choked up inside her glass cage, 
unnoticed by the outside world. 

Still shaken by this experience, I described it to a 
friend. I did so with some trepidation: Was I showing 
that I had been incoherent and out of step and revealed 
a darker, less worthwhile, side of myself, when what 
was needed was a positive attitude towards the world? 
But my friend said: “It sounds as if you got to the stage 
of being in harmony, as if, you were lost and now you 
are found”. That felt good and I felt grateful and could 
rest a little from the fear of being ostracized for my bad, 
inappropriate behaviour over such a trivial incident!  

When these volcanic eruptions occur I see a lot of 
my personal history pass the review. In the context of 
what I am writing the details are not so relevant except 
to note that these experiences give me, each time again, 
an opportunity to bring aspects of my past and my 
family relationships into perspective – each time I get a 
little more depth of understanding. Sometimes it feels 
so hard, this inner war, I feel torn by all these conflicting 
emotions, but I console myself that even at 70 I have the 
possibility of changing the way I react in my present life. 
I trust that I can still grow, become more flexible and can 
still make a contribution!  

But - enter from the wings my inner critic. “You are 
70, are you still busy with all these things? Get over it! 
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You are like a child with your red cheeks and shame and 
tears, your self pity, your continuing to work on 
yourself.”  

Indeed, I have a very strong critic in me. I have to 
say – mostly I like her a lot – she is sharp and funny and 
warm and intelligent  – but sometimes she takes the 
high road and there is no talking with her, no 
dialoguing, absolutely no warmth, absolutely no way 
out. I have such faith in my inner critic that sometimes 
it takes quite some effort to “push” her off the stage. In 
fact pushing doesn’t do it. I have to sit down and have a 
talk with her, get a little dialogue going, create a little 
contact when I can suggest that it is OK to go a little 
easily, to leave things to others sometimes, be lazy and 
not always to have the answers.  She/I actually feel(s) 
quite good with the idea that I can ask her to stand aside 
and not take all the decisions on her own shoulders. I 
say to her, “I hear you – you have a good point and 
perhaps together we can look at a step by step process 
to reach the goal or perhaps we can adjust our 
expectations.” We take time for an inner dialogue to 
reflect, to share our loneliness, to connect again to each 
other, and to the heart content. 

It is my anger that hides my loneliness – the feeling 
of being unloved, unheard. But I am loved and can love, 
and I can hear and am heard. And this is what I 
continually need to connect to.  

At the age of two when I crawled through the hedge 
to the neighbours’ place I found a family where father 
worked repairing roads and mother stayed at home and 
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cleaned. My parents were professionals who were 
smitten by their work and my siblings were away at 
boarding school. I attached myself like a clam to their 
two year old, Joan, and for the next nine years would 
not let go. Joan was my twin and had to go everywhere 
with me, to do everything with me and I was there with 
her mother, cleaning, doing the washing, milking the 
cow, making butter - I was there at their kitchen table 
till dusk when I was called back home by my pregnant 
nanny. When we moved house eight years later I was 
devastated to loose Joan, but in the meantime I had a 
place in myself where I had learnt to laugh and love and 
not to judge, where I was seen and heard as myself.  

Just a few months ago (now 60 year’s later) Joan’s 
mother died. I spoke to Joan, our two villages a world 
away, and heard with an enormous shock of recognition 
right down to the tips of my toes, that warm and 
wonderful sense of humour that she and her Mother 
had. This recognition of each other in my core has such 
momentous power to dispel the loneliness, the 
numbness, the frustrations of daily life or the horror of 
death, which always seems to be coming closer.  

Throughout my life I have always had a community 
of people around me that I have cared deeply for, with 
whom I have shared my life. As I reflect on how much 
my husband means to me, I think also of those family 
members, old school friends, girlfriends, colleagues that 
have walked along the years with me, been part of my 
life. It creates an indescribable feeling of joy when I talk 
to my siblings on the phone and once again recognize 
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them as part of me, not separate and antagonistic, just 
an accurate reflection, people who love me for who I am 
not what I am – my family!  

There have been times when I have rejected this 
contact. When I left my protestant girl’s boarding school 
for University I was happy to distance myself from my 
classmates. They were all going on to marry and have 
children, to work on the farms – I was destined for other 
places. Years later when I was contacted because one of 
them was very sick and subsequently died, I was 
surprised at how so many of them had stuck together 
and supported each other through the years. They were 
there at each other’s weddings, children’s births, 
divorces, accidents, sicknesses and now funerals. This 
seemed such a rich, warm history that I had excluded 
myself from by emigrating. Five years at a boarding 
school makes these women as much family as my own 
sisters and brother – we know each other inside out, 
which is wonderfully satisfying; when I reach the 
milestone of 40 then 50, 60 and 70 the others are going 
through the same phases and these are celebrations 
rather than losses. We can laugh together about 
wrinkles, extra weight and getting old. It makes me feel 
humble – I feel part of a rich tapestry – a thread in the 
great weave of life. In fact I feel part of many tapestries 
– networks that I connect in with, work with, support 
and feel supported by.  When I get stuck and forget that 
I am loved and get stuck in the extremes of emotion, 
they gently bring me out of my lonely glass cage. 
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My inner world needs space to navigate moment by 
moment between these conflicting extremes within me. 
The space in-between is a place where I can reflect more 
comfortably but also where I can revert to delightfully 
childish habits – I can allow myself to play, banging 
away with my emotional pots and pans on the floor like 
a two year old.  

The two year old loves to laugh. I was considering 
calling this piece of writing ‘A drama in five acts’. With 
the advantage of a little time it became, ‘A comedy in 
five acts’. Now I can chuckle away gently at myself and 
take in both the drama and the comedy, without feeling 
I have to label my experience as such!  

Although I do like the image of myself as a bulldog, 
I know that when I am happy I look more like a little 
puppy. I am an expert in exaggeration and if I could 
draw, I would rework the gym scene into a cartoon – 
such a great way of pointing up the ridiculousness of 
some of the extremes I hang onto. I exaggerate, I act out, 
but in doing so I feel the extremes, can somehow reunite 
the opposites within me and get things more in 
perspective.  

When a situation gets a little heavy and a little 
lightness feels appropriate I like to use my sense of 
humour to take the sting out. As a child my humour was 
a defence mechanism, and I was the family clown, as an 
adolescent it became self-destructive and nihilistic, but 
gradually it has blossomed into a more gentle ability to 
deflate the negative. I can feel that lovely tickling in my 
chest, reaching down into my arms. I can sustain the 
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feeling of warmth and move to finding a solution rather 
than standing in one spot or stranding in repeated 
negatives. Along with laughter the space in-between is 
somewhere I can be curious, reflect and explore the 
triggers to my emotional world.  

Recently we visited an, ‘Art for All’ exhibition in 
our hometown. It was a modern, lively, colourful 
exhibition with paintings and figures to delight the 
senses but in this ‘hobby’ atmosphere I was looking (and 
longing) for the engagement of my mind and feelings 
with an artist. I found it in a white square. Little white 
hands were coming out of the middle of the canvas. 
Suddenly I could feel some movement in my stomach, a 
little shiver of cold coming over me – this was 
something about hands, hands touching, unwanted 
hands touching – memories, sensations within. Ah yes – 
this is about … and I breathed into the feelings, in and 
out, letting the emotions rumble away and finally 
subside until I could feel thankful to this artist who had 
expressed herself in such a way that I have been able to 
connect and work with these powerful emotions inside 
of me. 

Often I do not know what the triggers are to my 
inner world, why I am feeling powerless, laughing, 
crying or feeling something strange and exciting 
rumbling about inside, but I trust that the cycle will go 
its course that these energies will work away, bouncing 
off each other. I try not to label them although 
sometimes I feel words bubbling up – I do not always 
have to consciously connect them, either to the 
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particular circumstances in the work of art, or to my 
own specific history. I feel myself resonating, being 
touched by others who go deep into their own 
experience and miraculously transforming it into 
something of great magnificence and power. I am 
transported and feel myself crawling, scratching, 
wondering and soaring through many difficult and 
confusing layers of feeling, led by those who have taken 
their courage in hand to step out of the ties that bind 
them to material reality and who are able to give 
movement, shape and form to the horror, transforming 
it into hope.  

Working in theatre – particularly as an actress gave 
me a wonderful vehicle to explore and play with 
feelings and emotions. Outward expression of feeling 
through acting or painting or writing are wonderful 
vehicles to explore this raging world and give it some 
form. When there is some form there is some 
satisfaction. 

In recent years I have turned more to books, 
paintings, sculpture offering a calmer way of reflection 
on my inner life. What would my life be without them? 
I can wax lyrical over an installation made of old 
machinery, weep tears over the small kindnesses that 
characters in books demonstrate in the most horrific of 
circumstances. I get angry and disturbed by a Lucian 
Freud or a Marleen Dumas painting. I just love the 
beauty of modern dance stripped of tutus and blocked 
toes, the fluidity of the bodies. And I can smile and 
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laugh with joy at the way some writers deal humorously 
with the starkest of circumstances. 

I visited the world photo exhibition in the New 
Church in Amsterdam. It was packed with people but I 
was alone so attempted to work the exhibition in a 
reflective mood. As I entered I could feel my body tense 
up, my chest becoming tighter and my jaw at work; 
irritation and frustration at being pushed and shoved by 
others eager to crowd into the photos. I slowed myself 
down, breathed into the tension and let others take their 
space. As empty spaces opened up in the crowd I moved 
forward and found gaps that I could safely stand and 
observe. At first my head was whirling as I engaged 
with the content and then I moved to disengage and 
allow the photos to work in on me – getting a ‘felt sense’. 
I waited for this to emerge, something touching me and 
then I took the time to let the feeling grow and expand. 
Then a process of going back and forth from the feeling 
growing inside to my mind, asking what it is this photo 
evokes in me?  

The winning photo was of a young boy kneeling 
beside the lifeless body of his father. It was in the middle 
of war, the building had been bombed and the sun cast 
its silent, golden shadows across the desolate space. I 
felt angry at all that war creates, the hopelessness of this 
young man, the desolation.  

It reminded me of a sculpture in the Liebieghaus in 
Frankfurt where I found myself standing in front of a 
man in a suit, carrying in his arms the lifeless white 
naked body of his father. Michelangelo’s pieta has never 
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particularly spoken to me but with this work something 
deep down in my gut was touched. There is no answer 
to war, to death, or the loss of a loved one and both the 
photo and the sculpture talked to me of suffering but 
even in the worst of situations, amid the horror, there 
can be something tender, touching, beautiful. I carry 
these images within me, where they are still working 
away quietly. 

The image of a white canoe comes to my mind, with 
white heads packed within it floating on a pedestal. I 
feel slightly sick, absolutely powerless. In her book 
Karin Armstrong describes how tribes in ancient 
Greece, India and the Middle East fought and 
conquered and sacrificed each other thousands of years 
ago. Yet if the Mediterranean parted today it would be 
littered with bones of people who tried to flee. Are we 
no more civilized? Will we ever be civilized? What can 
I, one in billions on the planet, do to stop the wars and 
the fighting and the ‘mutilation’ we do one to another?  

Again in the recent Monet exhibition in Frankfurt 
crowds of people surrounded me. It was an ‘interesting’ 
and ‘beautiful’ exhibition and I could have engaged 
with the story about the beginnings of impressionism or 
with how Monet and the others were working with the 
issues of their time. But instead I moved steadily 
through the rooms, enjoying Monet’s garden at 
Giverny, observing, connecting, disconnecting, waiting 
and watching my inner movement. I was standing in a 
room of pictures of bridges and churches in the mist! A 
white veil covered the scenes and I read in one of the 
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comments that the person who commissioned one of the 
pictures refused it saying that, “He wasn’t going to pay 
for a painting that was covered with white paint”. I felt 
the cold landscape creeping through me. I stood quietly 
for a few minutes and as I continued to let the painting 
resonate in my body and mind I became one with the 
stillness, it was no longer eerie just a feeling of 
emptiness.  

And when I encounter and surrender to these 
experiences I come just to the acceptance of myself as I 
am with all my disconnected parts and then I feel no 
differentiation between me and the other. 

Yet the utter powerlessness I feel, is paradoxical. To 
feel my own power I must give up, surrender. And yes, 
then and only then can I do something. Surrender does 
not lead to inertia but to action. 

I love striking up conversations with whoever 
passes in my life, on the train or in the street. It is not 
always easy going as I often feel the challenge to my 
personal belief system and have to call up my curiosity. 
I listen to their stories and try to feel and understand 
how they have developed into who they are – and how 
they manage their anger, their frustrations, their pain, 
their family and group contacts – also their happiness 
and joy – what resources do they pull out from the 
bottom of their toes to cope with life’s difficulties? 
People that I might have passed by have brought 
forward tremendous strengths in intolerable situations 
or express their joy and happiness in tiny things. Their 
stories move me and make me feel humble; allow me to 
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feel compassion both for them and for me.  Being human 
is interaction, communication, and intimacy, touching 
each other to the core, the feeling of resonating deeply 
with another human being. When I can empathize with 
someone’s pain or joy, breathe into it, contain it, give it 
a place in myself, know it, understand it, I can then 
transform it into something beautiful like the sculpture 
and the photo.  

 

I never saw the young girls again. I overcame my 
dread and went back to the gym but they didn’t return. 
A little part of me feels disappointed – I would still love 
that opportunity to talk with them with an open heart. 
But sometimes the lesson learnt in one place transfers to 
another.   

During the last few months as my husband and I 
have been sharing our lunches and dinners our daily 
walks, I have noticed a little change in our interaction. I 
feel quieter; able to relax a little more and less inclined 
to talk about just anything for the sake of it. Instead of 
using our exchange to present my own ideas I find 
myself questioning a little, giving my husband more 
room. Sometimes he stops and I realize that he is 
preparing for me to take up the reins, as if he feels I was 
listening, but not hearing. And then he goes on and 
explains a little more. I enjoy the slight surprise on his 
face. I ask him what he thinks and he continues and I 
myself am pleasantly surprised. I notice myself 
thinking, “I hadn’t thought of it that way”. I allow him 
to have the last word, which actually feels as a relief, a 
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weight off my shoulders. Surrender is not so difficult 
after all! We fit well together – we have been married for 
forty years but I feel new warmth accompanying our 
interchanges. Still – change does not happen over night 
– I must work to take this into my other relationships 
and interchanges. 

The gym remains important to me – not purely for 
the physical exercise but because like the awareness and 
reflection moments with works of art, there too I can use 
the exercises to breathe and feel what my body has to 
say. Pumping away at the machines awakens feelings 
thoughts, insights and ideas inside of me.  

Just this morning I found myself reflecting on the 
generations of my family who have been politically 
engaged in New Zealand on a variety of issues. I feel 
very proud of the work they have done – the 
contributions they have made. As a child I was unable 
to engage in the discussions that went around the table 
– about politics and medicine. I wanted to talk about 
how I felt! I related more to the warmth of the family 
next door. Thankfully discovering my inner world and 
‘the space in-between’ where I can reflect and trust and 
play has given me a balance in my being between the 
intellectual and emotional sides and continues to help 
making my brain more flexible. I feel more at home and 
whole in myself and able to act rationally in situations 
where previously I might have been too emotional. 

Sometimes, on very rare occasions, I have 
experienced an almost perfect alignment in myself of 
mind, emotions and body. I hardly dare give words to 
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this experience because it is so precious. I feel then that 
there is more to this ALL than I yet know or perhaps can 
ever know. I experience it as energy just flowing 
effortlessly through connecting me to everything 
around. It is the same feeling I have listening to the 
Ukrainian pianist Alexander Gavrylyuk playing Liszt. 
His hands ripple over the piano, he seems to do nothing 
– it is as if he is one with the music, the music with him 
– and as if the music is just the sound of the universe 
flowing gently on. 

I am grateful. I bow my head in thanks. 

And now… back to our garden. 
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I was born in New Zealand but have lived since 
1972 in the Netherlands. I have had many different 
changes of occupation – teacher, cook, theatre director, 
actress, organiser of courses and trainings, massage 
therapist, body psychotherapist and now retired, 
currently General Secretary/Vice President of the 
European Association for Body Psychotherapy and 
now, owner of an art collection. 



 

 

19 

My husband was an art dealer. During the 
completion of this chapter he was diagnosed with lung 
cancer. My sister immediately arrived from New 
Zealand and early sisterly rivalry melted away as she 
cooked, shopped and did the housework while I was 
able to nurse him.  Family and friends skyped and rang 
and visited to say their goodbyes. All three of us felt 
enormously supported.  

This chapter was meant as a meditation on what 
has sustained me in life – it turned out to be a 
preparation for one of the deepest experiences in my life 
– the loss of my life partner. I miss him deeply but am 
thankful that in the time we had together life gave us so 
much. 

A recent exhibition I have visited – Bottle River 
(Vessels) – by Stephen Wilks has given me a universe to 
reflect on.  
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A river made up of hundreds of fragile, 
individually made ceramic bottles meandering through 
the floor space of the Hedge House Art Gallery in Castle 
Wijlre.  Each bottle with its own character and 
atmosphere reveals “a personal cosmic space” and 
looking closer a universe of individuals and groups 
silently moving through their lives.  

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

21 

 
 
 
 
What Sustains Me is a project of Active Pause:  
http://ActivePause.com  
 
Subscribe to our newsletter: 
http://ActivePause.com/newsletter/  
  
 




