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Day One

It’s a summer afternoon and I’m cruising the lush Queensland countryside, glowing with anticipation of plunging into a major mini-adventure--teaching a workshop, “Clowns Live Fully” to 150 fourteen and fifteen year old girls. Arriving in the town, I meet Mary, the teacher who organized the workshop and share Thai dinner with her and Pamela, the school counselor. I enjoy the conversation and use it to learn about the school and the Year Ten girls--their depression, their emptiness, the kind of low level leaders they choose from their ranks, how they have no quality role models or song models or quality entertainment. Families and friends don’t sit, eat, or talk together. The kids have little sense of belonging or of values. What a sad and scary generation we are raising.

Since the school’s theme for the year is Living Life to the Full, and since the purpose of my workshop is to support that theme, I ask the two women, “What does living fully mean to you?” They haven’t thought about it. One says, “Travel.” The other says, “Getting through the day without becoming overly impatient, intolerant, self-pitying—since my husband got leukemia.”  If she had no husband she would say, “Travel.” What is it about travel? The freshness, newness, surprises--escape from sameness, routine, drudgery, responsibility-- being forced to be spontaneous?

My intentions for the workshop, I tell the women, are summarized in four letters: FEAC. Through FUN, I want the girls to EXPERIENCE what living fully feels like. Thus, they will have the AWARENESS when they are/aren’t living fully. AWARENESS means CHOICE—to address or alter whatever behaviour or circumstance is not yielding fullness. “Now, that’s empowerment,” I tell the women. They say, “I don’t think the girls have ever thought of that.”

Nor did I, when I was fifteen. Which is why I’m excited about plunking these seeds into their soil. The seeds may not germinate for years, or ever, but they will be there. And some girls may catch a glimpse of something richer, deeper than what’s ordinarily offered to them, and they will sponge it up. I know there are girls out there like I was and am—who are thirsting for depth and meaning. 

I’m noticing my confidence and clarity as I speak about these topics. I’m well prepared--not just in the last two weeks, but by virtue of the hours and years I’ve spent digging, experimenting, exploring, reflecting, risking, studying and practicing personal awareness and growth. I feel totally wealthy in ways to share, probe, and provoke thoughts, questions and awareness. My friend, Deb, is right, ”You know how to ask the questions that get people thinking.” That is what my running sheet for tomorrow shows, lots of questions to stimulate waking up. 

With a little “Ahha!” I realize that clearly that IS my “work”. The two women before me have little time or inclination for developing awareness because--like most folks—they have on-going jobs or family demands. I, who sometimes lament my structureless situation with its obstacles and frequently blank horizons, recognize how it’s conspired to stimulate my being conscious of my habits, choices, routines, fears, emotions, desires, constrictions. I honestly know these things about myself and consequently know them about others. 

Tonight confirms how effortlessly people can be stimulated to self-awareness. It’s what I do with myself all the time. Questioning. Questioning. Questioning.  Being willing to encounter the ugly answers or the lack of answers or the underlying emotion, be it fear, guilt, pain, sadness, and the really “tough” qualities--inner joy, beauty, magnificence. I have willingly--and grudgingly!--entered these places of myself and feel qualified  both to model it and to help others go there. So I am confident--speaking from the authority of my own breaking down and building up, questioning and waking up. I give thanks. Thanks for being brought to this “work”. It fascinates and stimulates me and, of course, I grow from it. 

Day Two

My primal plunge into the world of teenagers is behind me, and I survived. It flowed. I wasn’t nervous. I kept the morning snapping along from games into two minute writings about what they are feeling or discovering, and back to games. I talked too long—40 minutes. Some were riveted. Others lost interest. But it seemed important to relate myself as at their age, to give them the model of someone who at 18, an age close to theirs’, opens to and acts on possibilities beyond the humdrum. I know I gave them pearls. Who knows? Maybe some caught the idea of cultivating awareness. How I’d love to watch how that will play out in their lives. 

Mary had primed the girls to wear colorful clothes, wild hats, anything to get into the mood of clowning. Not all, but most, were spectacular. Rainbows, glittering, weird, funny, bright. Stepping into the centre of their circle, I thanked them, exclaiming, “You haven’t lost your magic!” 

Only three of the ten staff arrive wearing silly or different attire. Last night Mary had hinted that their getting into the mood was as questionable as whether the girls would. As the morning progresses, however, both staff and costumeless girls avail themselves of the hats in my big basket.  At one point, Mary, comments, “See that teacher? It’s a miracle that that woman is wearing that punk wig. She always wants to look perfectly turned out and has said she won’t ever do anything that is silly.”

Throughout the morning the teachers help to keep the girls on track, keep them moving quickly in and out of circles and groups, grabbing their notebooks, being attentive or quiet.  Interestingly, though, I notice the teachers increasingly gravitating to sitting or standing on the perimeter, watching or talking with each other. I encourage them, please go into the groups and participate. Isn’t that just so telling? In a workshop about living life fully, the adults are on the sidelines--not participating—modeling how to avoid living life fully.  

Why do adults eschew dressing colorfully or playing? The answers are blazoned on the wall signs I’ve posted: Playing with Blocks. Why People Have A Hard Time With Playing: Fear of looking foolish; Fear of loss of control; Fear of failure; Acting your age; I don’t have time. Embedded in the acting your age injunction is the responsibility one. Our culture equates being an adult with being responsible, which supposedly looks a certain way—serious. Looking colorful, happy or joking is equated with being frivolous, irresponsible. Do teachers carry the double whammy of fearing that if they play they may lose their students’—or colleagues’--respect?

Countless adults in my Power Of Play workshops have lamented, “I am a bank manager (or whatever) and I love to joke around. But I don’t because my colleagues or customers don’t think I’m doing my job properly.” What does this tell us about how we block our fullness of living? 

Afterward, a lively blond dressed like a fairy approaches me, eyes sparkling, cheeks flushed, to say how much she enjoyed the workshop. We exchange hugs.  The teachers comment, “It was good. Some wrote in their notebooks.  Others didn’t. We’d like you to come back for the Year Twelves.” 

Reflecting as I drive away, I am aware that further interaction is desirable. I envision a follow-up Question and Answer session where, in smaller groups, the girls can inject their responses, feelings, experiences, questions, and air what’s going on. I feel so strongly about it, I begin developing a proposal to return and offer sessions, free, to the girls who want them. Amazing, isn’t it? Me, whose fervor for teens has about matched my enthusiasm for dental visits, willingly dipping into teenage circles! It certainly shows how when we say Yes! to the offers Life plonks in front of us and are willing to be surprised by where they take us, amazing things happen.

The day confirms that indeed my “job” is to continually develop my own awareness. I see how nearly impossible that is for the teachers and parents.  Few have or take time for reflection. Would I, in their shoes? One teacher to whom I commented, “My work is to be aware,” replied, “Thank goodness somebody can do it.” I pointed out that it’s easier for me because I don’t have a partner or kids.  Even as I write this, however, I know that having the kids, husband and job means it’s essential to develop awareness. But most folks are too entrenched in or tired from their situation to take time to notice whether or not they are happy, sad, living fully, living dully. I am less surprised then I used to be that people avoid examining their situation, choices, feelings, directions. Nevertheless, I still find it strange. 
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