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 Dear friends,

 I have not long returned from Sri-Lanka where I went for 2 weeks as part of

 an MACF internship.

 I just wanted to share some of my experiences with you all because I am so

 excited about my time there, as well as I know many of you contributed money

 so generously for the Tsunami relief fund some years ago.

 As many of you know the county has been in a major civil war for the last 40

 year or more. The war is between the Sinhalese Government and the LTTE

 (Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam, also known as the Tamil Tigers).

 Sinhalese are 70% of the population and are primarily Buddhist; Tamils are

 20% of the population and are primarily Hindu. When the British left after

 colonizing the country they conferred most of the power to the Sinhalese

 people, and thus there has been a war almost ever since as the LTTE demand a

 separate state where they have control of their own policies, language,

 education, religion etc

 I was working with a Sri-Lankan based NGO called Sarvodaya (see

 http://www.sarvodaya.org/) and was involved with the Deshodaya department

 which is the peace making arm of Sarvodaya.

 The day before I left Australia to fly to Sri-Lanka the LTTE bombed the

 airport and it was shut down for a period of time, so that was naturally

 rather disconcerting for me. On arrival at Colombo airport you are greeted

 by Army soldiers, each carrying a machine gun, and furthermore in a 1 hour

 drive from the airport to where I was staying we were pulled over at 5

 checkpoints. At each check point there are 2-3 soldiers, again with machine

 guns, asking to see papers, identification etc. It made me realize what a

 sheltered and privileged upbringing I have had knowing that I have never

 been that close to a gun, and thus had this internal "freak out" every time

 a soldier brandishing a gun appeared outside of the window of the car I was

 in. 

  The atmosphere there is so stifled, you can sense all this deep feeling

 there, but it feels like no-one knows what to do with it all. It's like

 there is 20 million people (the entire population) living with PTSD. I was

 saddened to learn that Sri-Lanka has the highest (or 2nd highest depending

 on who you speak to) rate of suicide in the world, and consumes the 2nd

 highest amount of alcohol per capita in the world. People are incredibly

 poor and need to spend time and energy with just day-to-day survival; it

 feels like most of them are "hanging on" by a thread. And at the same time

 there is a warmth, generosity and humanity that is impossible to miss. 

  I spent much of the initial part of my visit in meetings and talking to the

 directors of the organisation about facilitation for conflict. At Sarvodaya

 their main (only) method of "conflict resolution" is mass meditations, so it

 was a real challenge to introduce them to a way of working with conflict

 which could be used as an adjunct to meditation. 

  Probably my most poignant experience there was towards the end of my time in

 Sri-Lanka. We heard of a village that was experiencing many intra-village

 conflicts. They asked me if I would go and try to do something. We arrived

 in Avissawella to a warm welcome of about 60 people in the forum. After

 introducing myself, and my background and thus my need for language

 translation I asked them what had been happening in the village. They were

 quite forthcoming and open and told me of the conflicts they were having.

 Some of these were inter-family conflicts, others were domestic violence,

 others were due to alcohol, but they one that seemed to have the most energy

 was disputes over land and land demarcation. This was effectively our

 sorting process and when I suggested we talk more about the land issue there

 was strong positive feedback. 

  The process ran for a while and soon 2 roles emerged- the one that pushed

 the other off his/her land and the one that gets pushed off. At one stage I

 noticed that a man made a movement gesture; a sort of pushing away with his

 hands. At the same time the language translation, which up till now had been

 fine, got confusing. I felt like this was the signal to work with them in

 movement. 

 I suggested that they stand up and do it in movement I was surprised by

 their willingness. I asked him to do the pushing away action again, but this

 time with his whole body. He made a strong gesture with his arms and at the

 same time closed his eyes. I asked him to slow it right down, to do it in

 'slow motion" and notice what happens. I did the movement with him a few

 times, to support him in his work and also to pace him to slow the movement

 down. At one point he stops, and tears well in his eyes and he says that he

 pushes people away so that they don't see his pain. I asked him to tell me

 about his pain and he told this touching story of how poor he is, and how

 hard it is for him to support his family, of how he would like to do more

 for them, but cant because of their lack of finances. As he spoke others in

 the group nodded and many were in tears themselves. 

 After he finished speaking the atmosphere shifted and eased, so I concluded

 that was a temporary resolution and thus a good place to stop. 

 My time there was an incredible period of growth for me personally. Going

 back to my ancestry, to a culture that in many ways, I have actively

 marginalized in myself, was very healing and reassuring. It was indeed a

 coming home process for me.

  During the "group process" I facilitated at the village I was amazed at how

 this model of Process Work can be transferred. I am a relatively

 inexperienced facilitator, using a foreign language in a culture which is

 very different to our western culture, and the outcome was still deep and

 powerful. 

