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CONTEMPLATIONS ON THE 
TEACHING OF HEALING AND 
THE HEALING OF TEACHING: 
Participation in a humanistic 
counselling classroom
Viviane Golan

There is no such thing as a neutral education process. Education either functions as 
an instrument which is used to facilitate integration of the younger generation into  
the logic of the present system and bring about conformity or it becomes the practice 
of freedom, the means by which men and women deal critically and creatively with 
reality and discover how to participate in the transformation of their world. 

(Shaull, in Freire, 2006, p. 34)

TRAINING AND EDUCATION
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To teach in an environment of transformation and 
wholeness one is required to simultaneously 
participate, facilitate and witness. Transformation 
is the process by which one is irrevocably altered 
from the inside out. It is an internal revolution and 
not just a modification of the exterior. Wholeness 
may involve two seemingly paradoxical felt 
meanings that come together to form far more 
than the sum of their parts. One is a sense of 
coherence and belonging to self, earth, cosmos 
and spirit, in short; to life itself. The other, 
simultaneously is a sense of sincere and unique 
differentiation, of being a very individual and 
precious expression of such life (Hart, 2001; Miller, 
2006). Many of the students drawn to learn the 
counselling or psychology professions appear to 
come for their own healing whether they articulate 
it or not. Many drawn to the teaching professions 
seem to come for their own learning whether it is 
acknowledged or not. One could think of healing 
and learning as involving similar processes. Both 
involve a transmutation of the interior of the 
person, an alchemical journey inward toward 
greater wholeness that can involve a parallel 
process between student and teacher or client 
and counsellor if the experience is to be authentic 
and true. I am, of course, not writing of more 
superficial forms of learning or healing that are 
more about the addition of further material to the 
psyche while leaving what is already there intact 
and unquestioned. Transformation and its goal; an 
ever more inclusive wholeness, is about the 
deeper forms of these processes where the interior 
is, at the very least, questioned and at the most, 
profoundly challenged and changed; “the very 
point of personhood: the process of constant 
renewal.” (Moore, 2004, p. 47). Thus real learning 
can be painful, confronting, delicate, joyful, freeing 
and humbling.

Such a transformational quest occurs through 
making the acquaintance of both conscious and 
unconscious processes at work, in a way that leads 
to insight and, more importantly, ethic and 
meaning; factors that cannot arise from a solely 
rational approach (Romanyshyn, 2007, 2010). Such a 
quest includes the person of the teacher and of the 
counsellor. We are what we practice and are not 
separate from those that we work with, our own 
selves or this earth and cosmos. Participation, in 
this context, is about the all of our selves and 
requires tenderness and honouring that they may 
tentatively come forth.

True participation cannot be enforced or 
demanded. True participation involves the giving of 
oneself to the moment, to the room, whether it be 
wholeheartedly, with fear and trepidation or 
resistance. Participation may be lovingly invited, and 
a loving invite always containing the acceptance of 
a decline of the offer. To participate is to give of 
oneself, the greatest gift, and does not tend to 
occur under obligation or worse. True participation 
is of far more than on offering of intellect. 
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It involves one’s being which has the capacity to 
articulate wisdoms and truths not consciously known 
until they escape one’s mouth or pen. Old models of 
teaching assume an obligation of participation and 
begrudge it when it does not occur, a recipe for both 
resentful students and teachers. Inherent in a more 
transformative model is the knowledge that it is not 
possible to prescribe one’s own learning journey, let 
alone that of another. Participation occurs in its own 
good time and place.

Participation requires playfulness. It is a dance of 
reaching out and receding, waiting, grabbing the 
moment, hide and seek, all best played with an air 
of amusement. No game is fun when played too 
hard, too seriously or with a need to prove oneself. 
Lightness brings out the best in us and renders 
participation an easier prospect. Learning is a 
daunting task. Humour smoothes the humbling 
and awkward journey from unaware ignorance to 
aware ignorance to awareness. It is an infinite 
cyclical process.

In some classes, as people reconnect with feelings in 
the body, there appears to be enormous reticence, 
resistance and fear, sometimes parading as boredom, 
usually motivated by a profound knowing that 
becoming more whole and connected with oneself 
will send ripples, initially small but building to seismic 
proportions, into one’s life. Often, amongst the 
students, there is the subtle awareness that much of 
the structure of their lives is directly related to the 
compartmentalisations in their heads. A subsequent, 
initially unspoken, understanding then arises that 
external aspects of their lives may collapse as the 
internal structures creating and holding them begin to 
dissolve under the weight of the desire to become 
more whole and alive. And so we tread slowly, intently 
resting in the body, gently acknowledging the 
feelings, quietly sharing the thoughts, hesitantly 
questioning certain premises, and speaking softly lest 
the rest of the world hear our doubts and fears. The 
room, at these times, is often pervaded by a sense of 
guilt or disloyalty, as long held beliefs, tacit 
agreements and intergenerational and cultural 
inheritances are hesitantly unpacked and revealed. 
Sometimes students feel that they betray themselves 
by letting their pain be voiced. Others feel that their 
pain betrays them, voicing itself without their 
conscious consent. At times like these, there is a quiet 
yet shattering encounter going on between long held 
and even culturally rewarded allegiances and the 
longing to be whole and real, unedited and self-loved.

Learning might best be exemplified through the 
notion of connection rather than acquisition. When 
we connect to something, we know it although we 
may not cognitively understand it, and we also may 
come to love it. The necessary skills develop 
organically and the knowledge required is 
illuminated by the thing itself. We feel the matter in 
the inner recesses of our organs and within our 
bones. This learning can be transformative. 
Connection requires participation, the participation 
of the self where commitment and detachment are 
paradoxically simultaneous (Bolen, 1984). It occurs in 
the here and now even when the subject matter 
being considered arises from the past. It is as 
relevant for the sciences as the humanities. Palmer 
(1999) calls it recovering the sacred. He writes of the 
Nobel prize winning scientist Barbara McClintock 
who worked with ears of corn and learned to think 
and feel like them in the process of her 
investigations. Keller wrote of McClintock that, in her 
relations with ears of corn, she practised “love that 
allows for intimacy without the annihilation of 
difference.” (p. 164). True connection respects the 
mystery of the other and of oneself and, in so doing, 
involves both strength and vulnerability.

Participation is not about how often students 
attend class, verbally contributes or reads assigned 
texts. One can do all of that and still be going 
through the motions. In fact, most educational 
institutions reward this sort of superficial 
engagement. True participation is with one’s being 
and leads to direct experience. Direct experience is 
when the arrow hits its mark, when one’s question is 
specifically answered even if it was still hovering 
below consciousness. Direct experience is when the 
learner and the learning become one. Such 
learnings happen in the core of our being and have 
ramifications for other times and places. They are 
hard to speak of and even harder to assess. Talking 
about something mostly requires us to disengage 
from it. Hence direct experience is hard to talk 
about and so we become wiser if not cleverer. 
Towards the end of a subject, students often report 
that they feel they have learned a great deal yet 
can’t quite remember what and have few notes to 
show for class after class where we sat on the edge 
of our seats sharing discoveries of soulful 
proportions. Where the learning becomes more 
evident is in the clear and tangible positive 
changes in students' lives, their relationships and 
their attitude to learning. 
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They often find themselves communicating better 
with others, accepting themselves more, making 
peace with past pains and having more empathy 
and respect for that which is around them, both 
human and non-human. Such learnings 
dramatically increase their capacity to be present, 
congruent, accepting and accurately reflective in 
their counselling practice (Rogers. 1957, 1980). The 
power of direct experience is that it changes one 
from the inside out and therefore changes 
everything. Nothing is untouched which is what 
makes such learning both brutal and loving.

Often I struggle with the curriculum. The depth and 
feeling at which I place myself as teacher and the 
superficiality and rationality of the curriculum 
appear at great odds with each other. Curriculum is 
important and I am accountable for conveying it to 
the students in a meaningful way. However, 
sometimes it has not been developed from a 
transformative, holistic or loving perspective. Often, 
demands of auditors, time frames, expectations of 
consistency and the commonsense approach of 
forging future workers compliant with an atomistic 
world view take precedence over learning. And so I 
offer the curriculum to spirit, to consciousness, to a 
wiser, greater force than my own, to bring 
resonance between it and a more integral truth, to 
bring it into the service of a broader good than 
institutional requirements and work ready skills and 
theories. I have learned to trust that the curriculum 
always returns in ways I never would have thought 
of, ways that allow for and instigate learning and 
healing. Over the years, and for each group of 
students, the curriculum is handed back quite 
differently, in ways that specifically and pertinently 
resonate with that group so that although the 
syllabus is always covered, one would sometimes 
barely recognise that it was the same subject 
being taught.

The word ‘participation’ is often individualistically 
loaded, carrying the assumption that it is I, of my 
own free will, that participates. This is one level of 
participation but there are many others where the 
indistinct dance of destiny and choice play their 
parts in a growth, simultaneously, of both human and 
cosmic proportions. At times it seems to me that it is 
very much a student's or group’s need that has 
called forth a degree of clarity or insight that I would 
not have otherwise felt and expressed. The 
frequency in the room seems to change. I feel myself 
transported from an I-It way of being, a subject-
object mode of distant and partial communication, 
to an I-Thou mode of direct and essential contact 
(Buber, 1970). 

This can lead to an I-Am fundamentality where no 
longer are there two or more individuals relating but 
the one organism, recreating itself anew in that 
moment. Growth is inevitable. We participate with 
or without our own volition. Those I-Am moments 
may be terrifying but they also declare a truth that 
I cannot deny; a spiritual identity that excludes 
nothing (Bache, 2000).

We live in a constructive, participatory, 
postmodern era. Many may resist, and many parts 
of those that are willing may resist, but even if one 
goes by the modernist belief that science knows 
best, this is a consensus now hard to avoid. 
Despite the best of intentions to maintain the 
rational and linear status quo, quantum physics 
has exploded the notions of order, control and 
predictability (Goswami, 1993). A deconstruction is 
occurring; the shattering of the old, egoic world 
view. Any shattering of the ego, that part of us 
that would claim authorship of a life lived through 
us (Balsekar, 1999; Liquorman, 2000, 2009), brings 
with it a sense of nihilism. A void opens up and at 
first there is nothing to replace the sense of forged 
certainty and false mastery. It must be so. To fill 
the crevasse too soon would simply produce more 
of the same, under the facade of a different form. 
The human psyche must lick its wounds and grieve 
its losses. Nihilism, despondency, depression; these 
can be signs of profound change that take time to 
evolve to notions of possibility and potential.

At this point concepts of chaos and complexity 
arrive to let us know that there is order below the 
random surface but it is not of our making. This is 
the nature of the cosmos and of all living things. 
Exquisite formations lie within the turbulence of our 
lives but they are not of our design. Autopoietic, 
self-evolving, dissipative structures reach levels of 
turmoil and confusion and then find new 
multidimensional, ordered states of being, 
surpassing anything that human intelligence can 
muster, let alone imagine (Prigogine & Stengers, 
1985). The classroom too is a complex system where 
the whole is greater than the sum of its parts and is 
highly sensitive to initial conditions or minor 
fluctuations. Parts interact nonlinearly to produce 
emergent behaviours not seen in the individual 
components of the system. There is a continual, 
irreversible, participatory, constructive process 
taking place, a dynamism that builds on itself.
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Participation can also hide a deeper non-
participation. In all these years of striving, no matter 
how productive, there have also been acts of 
avoidance, of compensation; a non-participation 
with that part of me that feels itself soiled and 
abandoned. As human, I must claim and love this 
unlovable part lest I fear it forever. As counsellor 
and teacher, I must own and know this untouchable 
part, lest I project it onto others that I may then 
come to their aid as healer, undermining their 
wholeness while becoming further defended from 
my own. Participation would have me attend to my 
inner absence, that I may come to behold the 
fullness in the room, the fullness in my students and 
clients and the fullness that belies my own internal 
barrenness. Simultaneously, the supposed fullness 
of identity that has formed as compensation and 
cover dissipates as I participate with rather than 
against myself. Sometimes becoming peaceful feels 
more like a loss than a gain, more of an 
acquiescence than an accomplishment. Such 
capitulation may be part of the evolving ego’s 
uncommon struggle with its own dominance and 
privilege in service to a form of participation that 
involves more of us than we may consciously know 
(Bernstein, 2005).

Participation is a pathless land. One cannot put a 
foot wrong (Tzu, 1990). It is a form of creativity, 
a leap from the known into the unknown, 
incorporating the quantum modalities of 
communication and inspiration alongside the 
classical modalities of information and perspiration. 
Both modalities are needed for idea to take form. 
“The ego has to act – but under the guidance of an 
aspect of the self that it knows not.” (Goswami, 1993, 
p. 228). Individuality is a wondrous thing and even 
more so because it stems from a kaleidoscopic, 
unified whole. Our individual personalities may 
worship the cult of separation but our souls hunger 
for a greater connection that is.
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