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Trained as a conductor at the Juilliard School of Music, Ilana originally turned to bodywork to heal the muscle spasms that were paralyzing her arms. Now she has distilled her experience with thousands of clients into a dynamic program anyone can use to discover the inner “music” of their own life.

PRAISE FOR ILANA RUBENFELD


“In this book Ilana Rubenfeld has given us precious tools to heal ourselves. The exercises throughout the text are powerful and precise, honed through many years of healing and teaching. Each one is a jewel, capable of bringing about an ‘Aha.’ The moment of ‘Aha’ is revelatory and life-changing.”

—From the Foreword by Joan Borysenko, Ph.D.




“The Listening Hand is a monumental accomplishment, a pleasurable read, and an essential guide for reconnecting to the essence of who we truly are. With the publication of this book, Ilana continues her legacy of skillful and compassionate service.”

—Sandra Friedman in ahp Perspective (Association for Humanistic Psychology)




“Ilana Rubenfeld is the godmother of talk-and-touch therapies in our culture. Her insights have helped thousands find healing and fulfillment in their lives.”

—Larry Dossey, M.D., author of Reinventing Medicine and Healing Words




“The Listening Hand conducts the music of the body, mind, and heart into new horizons of harmony. Ilana Rubenfeld sets the pitch for mind-body wellness for future generations. Tune in to her wisdom and practical methods.”

—Don Campbell, author of The Mozart Effect




“A basic must-have for the healing shelves … Filled with exercises for one person, two people, or groups, it can be used by therapists and by individuals working on themselves.”

—The NAPRA ReView




“Ilana Rubenfeld, the genius of touch, has more than a touch of genius in this fascinating and important book. The richly comic and wildly innovative author teaches the ways in integrating body, mind, and emotion in a method as productive as it is profound. The pages brim with heart and science, offering compassionate techniques that release old habits as they invite new ways of being.”

—Jean Houston, author of Jump Time and A Passion for the Possible




“What makes Rubenfeld Synergy so enticing is the simple but profound wisdom at its core. Because our minds and bodies are united, ‘stuck places’ in our lives reside both in our brains and in our physical selves…. [Rubenfeld] has something crucial to say to both talky psychotherapists and the physically oriented Rolfing/Feldenkrais/Alexander crowd: If you want to produce a real transformation, note that the body has a head and the head has a body.”

—Alan Reder in New Age




“At long last, Ilana Rubenfeld, one of the most admired and experienced healers of our time, a pioneer in the body-oriented psychotherapy movement, is offering us her life’s work in a clear, easy-to-follow guide. It is a labor of love, full of wisdom, empathy, compassion, and humor.”

—Chungliang Al Huang, author of Embrace Tiger, Return to Mountain, and Quantum Soup




“What a welcome healing book! It mirrors the qualities of Ilana Rubenfeld’s memorable touch, which, while feeling simple and direct, carries a complex, nuanced sensitivity to the intricacies of each person. She has distilled a half century of brilliant teaching that can be used in the reader’s life.”

—Don Hanlon Johnson, author of Body, Spirit, and Democracy




“When I first heard about Ilana … she was described to me as a healer whose hands were magic. She has helped me get in touch with my whole being, to energize parts of my body numb since childhood…. Ilana is truly a woman with healing intuitive gifts.”

—Judy Collins, singer, composer, and author




“At the core of Ilana Rubenfeld’s method is a belief that the client’s innate healing ability already exists, waiting to be actualized. Rubenfeld Synergy brings together the insight, warmth, experience and wisdom of this musician-turned-body-worker-turned-therapist whose experience of awareness evolved into a way that guides others to tune into their power to heal.”

—Spirit of Change




“We’ve been waiting for this one for a long time! Ilana Rubenfeld has finally put on paper the art and practice of Rubenfeld Synergy. There is a wealth of knowledge, insight, and practical application here, and The Listening Hand is already identifiable as a classic.”

—Belleruth Naparstek, author of Your Sixth Sense and creator of the Health Journeys guided imagery audio series




“The brilliance and creativity of Ilana Rubenfeld shines through in her remarkable achievement: translating the theory and processes of her subtle, professional therapeutic work for the general public.”

—Harville Hendrix, Ph.D., author of Getting the Love You Want




“In The Listening Hand, Ilana Rubenfeld shares the gift of her inspirational life’s work. Listen to the wisdom of her insight and experience. Be touched by her humor and compassion. Practice the powerful experiences she shares in this book and transform your life to its very core.”

—Thomas Claire, author of Bodywork: What Type of Massage to Get—and How to Make the Most of It
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I dedicate this book to my father and mother,
Leopold and Bluma Churgin.
I can sense their radiant presence
and feel their unconditional love.
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FOREWORD

I first met Ilana Rubenfeld at the Mind/Body Clinic at the New England Deaconess Hospital, Harvard Medical School, when I was directing a Mind/Body Clinic in the Division of Behavioral Medicine back in 1987. One of the early pioneers in mind/body interaction, Ilana had come to present her healing work, called the Rubenfeld Synergy Method, at a lunchtime seminar. A beautiful woman who radiated warmth, competency and humor, Ilana immediately put us at ease with a joke that broke through our armored professional veneers. Sharing laughter, we were all simply human beings. That was one of the most important lessons we learned from her. Humor heals, bonds strangers into friends, makes pain and distress bearable, and breaks down the walls that separate us from one another and from our own inner emotional lives.

Within minutes she had issued an invitation to the group for a volunteer with whom she could demonstrate her work. A psychologist by the name of Sam lay down on a massage table as fifteen or so of us looked on. A brave soul, I thought, despite Ilana’s reassuring presence. Although thirteen years have passed since that demonstration, I remember it vividly. Ilana’s hands were cupped so gently around Sam’s head. Her face was filled with caring. Cradled like a child, Sam began to weep. As Ilana rocked his head from side to side, placed her hands beneath his shoulders and later held his feet, she seemed to tune in to subtle bodily cues.

Speaking gently, she followed the lead of her listening hands, asking Sam what he felt. Old emotions, sadness and grief from childhood, surfaced instantly. The reality of the way his life had been constrained by the fear of abandonment brought several of us to tears. Although I knew Sam’s life history, the emotions that accompanied it were much more powerful than words could possibly convey. This fact is one of the limitations of talk therapy. The body stores emotions rather than words. In order to heal, the emotions held within the body need to be acknowledged and then released. Touch is one of the best ways of facilitating this alchemical transmutation of wounds into wisdom.

With enormous grace and skill, Ilana led Sam from the prison of the past to the freedom of the present. Like a diver, she descended quickly to the depths of his soul and brought back a pearl of great price. When his body was relaxed and secure, Ilana gave words to the experience of safety. The combination of touch and the verbal offering of a new way to see the world was enormously powerful. With the precision of a laser, she changed the lenses through which Sam viewed the world, giving him an updated frame of reference. This is the work she has taught for years as the Rubenfeld Synergy Method, a powerful form of emotional and often physical healing.

“Healing” comes from the old Anglo-Saxon word haelen, or “wholeness.” Until we are aware of our emotions, wholeness is impossible, since the deepest reality of our life remains hidden. We fear the darkness, giving unacknowledged emotions power over us. When they are brought to light, accompanied by appropriate touch, powerful changes take place in the brain. Old images stored as icons in the limbic system, part of our emotional circuitry, can be erased. The result is that painful old patterns are no longer automatically engaged by present experience. When touch, emotion, new language and humor are combined, healing is even more potent. Our suffering is cut down to size.

True healers are maestros, conductors of the symphony in which the body, emotions, mind and spirit are instruments. They bring these four elemental aspects of being into harmony or synergy. It seems altogether fitting that Ilana was first trained as a conductor, for that is what she is. The human soul in its fourfold aspect is her orchestra. Healing is the emergent quality of the soul’s harmony that occurs in the present moment. Feelings of peace, aliveness, curiosity, compassion, love, humor and delight naturally surface. These feelings are our birthright. They are the light of our own true nature that was hidden under the bushel of our past. We are all entitled to these feelings, not once in a while, but as the normal ground of our experience.

True healers are also teachers—educators in the true sense of the word. To educate means to lead or pull out from. They teach us to pull out hidden emotions, to develop a keener awareness of how our body and mind respond to the world. They make the unconscious conscious and show us that we can make new, more harmonious choices in our lives. We can be happy, respectful of ourselves and others, and give our gifts freely to the world. The very best healers give us the tools to lead ourselves out of darkness into light.

In this book Ilana has given us precious tools to heal ourselves. The exercises throughout the text are powerful and precise, honed through many years of healing and teaching. Each one is a jewel, capable of bringing about an “Aha.” The moment of “Aha” is revelatory and life changing. In Chapter 2 Ilana lists six “Ahas” that the Rubenfeld Synergy Method brings about. In the remaining chapters you can experience the power of these revelations through the meticulously described exercises. Many of the processes are done with partners and have the added benefit of bringing the two participants into an honest, intimate, healing relationship. Doing them with a friend, spouse, lover, or in some instances with a child, can be a tremendous gift.

Ilana has trained thousands of people in the Rubenfeld Synergy Method. Her techniques are teachable, reproducible and finally available in the book you are holding in your hands. Don’t just read it; commit yourself to working with it. There are many books that talk about healing. This one gives us the techniques we need to bring about true synergy. Think of yourself as the conductor of your fourfold self—body, mind, emotions and spirit. And remember to smile. Life is meant to be enjoyed, even when the orchestra is still tuning up.

Joan Borysenko, Ph.D.
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1.
HOW I GAVE UP
ONE KIND OF
MUSIC FOR ANOTHER

Music saved me.

My mother, Bluma, had a beautiful voice and loved to sing. My father, Leopold, studied as a classical pianist—with the same teacher as Vladimir Horowitz. But he gave it up during the Russian Revolution when he fled Russia for Germany before going on to Palestine.

My mother’s large Orthodox Jewish family also fled Russia, and landed penniless in Paris. My grandmother held them together. She was a baker, and the children sold what she baked. The family’s dream was to live in America, but they were stuck in Europe. Eventually, they were allowed to emigrate to Palestine, which is where my parents met. My mother was slight, with bright blue eyes and long blond hair; she must have been a knockout. My father was brilliant, dynamic and told great jokes. I’m not surprised she was attracted to him.

Every second person contracted typhoid in those days, and Father was one of them—while my mother was pregnant with me. He spent many months in the hospital, and she lived with her family. Bluma was very anxious, and I suspect she had little time to enjoy her first pregnancy. My early memories are of my mother continually fretting.

When my father finally left the hospital, he had lost a great deal of weight and his zest for life. Somehow, though, he kept his sense of humor, and there were times when mother sang and he accompanied her. But on the whole the atmosphere in the house was dark.

Happier times were spent with my mother’s sisters. With them there were laughter, games, songs—and physical affection. My first loving touch came from my aunt Hannah—Mother Earth; without her I think I would have been in serious trouble. Maybe it was with her that I first learned the importance of being held, bonding, connectedness and touch. Maybe it was because of her that I learned you did not need words to communicate.

My father was offered a good job in Paris, but our exhilaration was short-lived, for he got seriously sick again and by the time he was well enough the position was gone. He was promised a job in the U.S.A. and decided to go. Bluma did not want to leave her clan, but her father told her that a good wife always followed her husband. So she and I sailed for America. We were lucky. We were on the last boat to leave Palestine for New York until after the war. A few weeks after we sailed, Tel Aviv was bombed. The house and dreams of my childhood and those of all our friends were blown to pieces. I was not yet six years old.

When I came to New York, I had no one to turn to. My father was struggling to get work, so I barely saw him at all. My mother was in a state of shock and deeply depressed. I didn’t understand or speak English, and there was no one at home to help me.

School, of course, was taught in English. For months I sat in the first-grade classroom, not understanding a word. It was frightening, frustrating and mortifying. This experience shaped my life and later my career. I had to decipher the true meaning of what was being said from body language—posture, gestures, movements, facial expressions and voice tone. This skill allowed me to see behind words and hear their true meaning. It became clear that contradicting messages were being given when the words said one thing, the body quite another.

From home to school and back was a harrowing daily journey through a religious Irish-Catholic neighborhood. I was pelted with rock-filled snowballs while my tormentors shouted “Christ-killer.” What a sad and painful time it was for a little silent Jewish girl plodding to and from a school where she understood no one to a home where no one understood her.

I pleaded with my mother to explain what a “Christ-killer” was. Somehow I was to blame for His death. My mother, flustered as well, tried her best to assure me I was not His murderer. But to no avail.

The torment and the emotional wounding continued. I missed the Mediterranean Sea, the trees of Tel Aviv and, most of all, my extended family. My mother cried, and I remember fighting not to imitate her. I was a displaced person. Lost.

Then someone made a donation to our family worth more to me than the crown jewels of Russia.

A piano.

If nothing else, the piano brought me and my father together. He played and I listened. How I treasured the sound! He played Russian music and Chopin. As a child, I loved Snow White and Donald Duck, but by the time I was a teenager it was the mazurkas and The Rite of Spring.

My parents sent me to a Catholic summer camp to get me out of New York, which they were sure was in danger of imminent attack. It was there that I continued to learn English by having to say my Hail Mary every morning and the Lord’s Prayer at night.

The counselors quickly discovered I had a good ear and a nice voice. I would run to the camp piano and play for hours. I couldn’t read music but I could compose it, and in time I composed the music for the camp play and directed it. At age eight I was already a conductor!

Every Russian mother believes that little girls should study ballet, so mine enrolled me in a class on Saturday mornings. Yolishka, a traditional Russian ballet teacher, hit the floor and her pupils with a long wooden stick. There was always a reward afterward: my mother would take me to a Hungarian restaurant for stuffed cabbage, and then to a matinee of ballet at the New York City Center. It was our ritual, our closest contact.

My father frowned on music lessons because they were impractical, and he insisted I learn how to type. He repeatedly said that there would always be a secure job—something he never really had—for a typist.

News of relations killed in Europe trickled in at first, then began to arrive more frequently. I was terribly upset by what I heard, and pictures I saw. The time of the Holocaust haunted me. Years later, as a beginning therapist, I had trouble separating from my own angst when I treated camp survivors.

I was constantly badgering my parents with questions.

For my father:

How could the Germans produce Beethoven yet kill all those innocent people?

How could God let little children be killed?

How could there be concentration camps if there was a God?

For my mother:

How come you are so unhappy?

My parents couldn’t answer, and my frustration with them grew. Then, when I was twelve, my sister Lydia was born. My mother immediately went into a profound depression and disappeared from home. It was not until much later that I learned she had been hospitalized.

I was left to take care of my sister, and became her little mother. When my mother returned, I took care of her, too. Now I was both my parents’ mother and my sister’s mother—as well as a student at junior high school.

It was at the High School of Music and Art that I began to develop a love of conducting. I also learned to play the viola, a tough instrument for a young girl, requiring strength and a strange sitting position. I began developing the back problems that had a great influence on my exchanging a career in music for a career in bodywork.

During these teenage years, I also joined a Jewish scout organization that believed American Jews should return to Israel to become farmers. One day the conductor of the scout choir got sick. “You go to Music and Art,” I was told. “You be the conductor.” It was both a frightening command and music to my ears.

Before starting college, I did go to Israel to work on a farm and study. I wanted to take care of the earth, making the world a better place to live. (I also conducted choral concerts of simple folk music.) It was an attempt to find my roots. I came back feeling more whole and more grounded than at any previous time in my life.

When I returned to the States, I went first to the Manhattan School of Music, but I transferred to Juilliard because there I could major in conducting.

One voice at a time, I told myself. Soprano, alto, tenor, bass. Strings, woodwinds, tympany, brass, etc. Then put the parts together.

Soon I was able to hear the whole from the sum of its parts and then I learned to transmit this vision to the players, not through verbal commands but by using my face, my body and especially my hands. I could cradle the music, hold it in my hands and hold it out to the players. My hands could both listen and speak.

Through conducting, I came to understand the complexities of listening, talking and moving simultaneously. Like music, healing involves the capacity to listen to others and hear their inner song. Hearing silence as well as sounds is part of music, so the healer learns to listen to both sounds and silences. Impulses, needs, emotions and feelings in people are expressed through sounds and silences, words and wordless movements of the body. The healer listens to all these variations and helps the client achieve harmony.

This notion of emotional orchestration coalesced for me when I conducted Vivaldi’s Gloria Mass. Standing at center stage, I became a musical and spiritual bridge between the singers in front of me and the audience behind. As we began the second movement, “et in terra pax homnibus” (“and on this earth, let us have peace”), a life-shaping event occurred. The music became extremely intense, and I left my physical body and in a spiral movement floated up to the ceiling. Surprised, I looked down. I saw my parents, my teachers, my friends, and I watched myself conducting. I was both inside and outside the musical notes on the page, experiencing the sounds they made, becoming one with the energy of the music. I was utterly at peace; in heaven.

Suddenly, the cello section came in a measure too soon, and I was hurtled back into my body to rectify the mistake. As the last chords ended the magnificent “Sanctus,” I turned around to face the audience and bowed. I saw their hands applauding, and yet there was no sound. Backstage, people talked, but I didn’t hear them. I smiled. Everyone looked beautiful. I was still at peace.

It was several days before I realized that I had undergone a deeply religious out-of-body experience and had altered my state of consciousness. Leaving my body both frightened me and inspired me. It was a spiritual, peaceful and egoless state. As the conductor/bridge, I was making the music happen, but also stepping aside from it, letting it happen on its own, listening to it happen, hearing it happen. I became an insignificant part of the music’s energy, and also essential to it. I had re-created it, but it had also re-created me.

This same state of ego and egolessness, of insignificance and essence, is true in regard to cosmic energy, of which music is a magnificent expression, for we are all insignificant, essential parts of the cosmic sphere, part of the ascending spiral. And it is true in regard to my therapeutic work with people.

When I’m with clients, I feel that I am in that egoless state. I am still Ilana, yet different: nonjudgmental, totally accepting, loving. I can be both a partner in the therapeutic experience and step aside from it. You sing your own song. I am a vital guide to help you hear and understand it, and to accept your body as your musical score.

The tools I use for my therapeutic work—to let you hear your authentic self—are my brain and my hands. For as I learned early on, and shall describe in detail in the following chapters, emotions and feelings are embedded both in our body and in our brain, and to reach them, we need touch—nonverbal communication—and talk. Through touch you can understand the body’s message, and through talk you can understand the brain’s, even if the message is “hiding” in the unconscious. Body and brain are equally revelatory. Together they send meaning that through either alone is incomplete.

Fritz Perls, the co-founder of Gestalt therapy, insisted that I was a composer as well as a conductor. In a way, he was right. A conductor takes other people’s music and brings life to it. Composers create unique forms of music. I composed the Rubenfeld Synergy Method, which has a unique music of its own.

Conducting for many hours a day challenged me physically. At that time, at Juilliard, no one had taught me how to use my body efficiently. After graduating, I accepted an assistant conducting job with Leopold Stokowski, and another position as a conductor in the 92nd St. YM-YWHA music department. The pain which had begun when I was learning the viola now returned with redoubled force. As I was preparing for a concert, my back and shoulders went into spasm. I couldn’t lift my right arm—for a conductor, a disaster.

Various doctors prescribed medications that gave me only temporary relief. I could get through a concert, but the pain quickly returned. Desperate, I began looking for other ways of treating my condition. A musician friend suggested that I try the F. M. Alexander Technique, a method designed to teach balanced and efficient posture. The therapist he recommended was a woman named Judy Leibowitz, the only person teaching the Alexander Technique at the time. I made an appointment—and, in the very first session, found my true vocation.

The revelations I experienced in Judy’s office were as powerful in their way as those I’d had when I was conducting the Vivaldi Mass. They led me to a series of revelations (I call them “Ahas”) that have become the foundation of the Rubenfeld Synergy Method. I’ll describe them in the next chapter, and you’ll see them in action throughout the book.

For the purposes of this brief autobiography, however, the important factor was that by studying and applying the Alexander Technique I was able to resume conducting without debilitating discomfort.

Although the pain had disappeared, I continued working with Judy. Now it was not pain that prevented my conducting, but the fact that I was a woman. I had made a promising start, conducting at Carnegie Hall and at Town Hall. But time and again I was turned down for jobs because I was female. If I had a penis, I thought, I’d be assisting Pierre Monteux, who refused even to accept me in his conducting class. “I don’t teach women conducting!” he wrote in response to my application.

Gradually, as my interest in the Alexander Technique increased, the pain of rejection diminished. Judy encouraged me to become a teacher, and for a time I worked actively in both fields, music and bodywork.

Although I wasn’t a psychotherapist yet, I was convinced that posture and touch played an important role in accessing emotions. In the process of one’s changing posture, emotions were being shunted aside by the body, hidden and not dealt with. Yet there were emotions, I was convinced, frozen along with the memories that elicited them in the tissue of the body as well as in the mind.

In the mid-1960s, I met Fritz and Laura Perls. Fritz was teaching a small group at the Esalen Institute, and he became a mentor to me. It was through his teaching that I added more psychotherapy to my own therapeutic theories. He invited me to use touch with his clients while he talked to them. I soon reconfirmed that there was a subtle and clear muscular response to every thought and emotion that people felt. And I learned that touch could open gateways to the mind.

It was at the Esalen Institute that Moshe Feldenkrais began to train and teach a few of us. For the following eight years I trained in his two-tiered method of Functional Integration and Awareness Through Movement, while I continued to follow my own explorations.

Both the Alexander Technique and Feldenkrais’s method taught people how to release tense habitual patterns held in the body. Neither, however, addressed the emotions behind those patterns, or their often vivid expressions when the patterns were unlocked. Conventional psychotherapy relied on talking through problems, and the bodywork addressed their physical aspects. To me, these disparate approaches were fragmented, denying the unity of the body, mind and emotions.

In the 1930s, the controversial psychiatrist Wilhelm Reich had espoused the same concept of combining bodywork with psychoanalysis. He believed that emotions are held in the body, “blocked” there by “armor” which prevents their release. He emphasized that all living creatures have energy and that when this energy is blocked, it causes the life force to diminish, resulting in characterological defenses that rob the client of freedom and authenticity. Reich used intense, deep-pressured touch to “break” that armor. I found that using light, nonintrusive touch “melted” the armor. The goal was the same: the release of emotion and feeling to allow the client to become his/her full energetic self.

Putting mind and body therapy together was as exciting as making music—quite literally, it was the discovery of harmony of a different sort.

I realized that for people to understand their emotional state, they would have to learn how to listen to their bodies. While observation and talk are valid tools, one of the most powerful ways to heal is through the use of touch. Often, emotions are beyond words; they are not linear or rational. Hands are the most sensitive receptors of the subtleties of sensation. I learned—and you can learn—to develop “listening hands” in order to “hear” changes in the body.

Listening touch became my instrument for tuning into all levels of the psyche. Touch and talk became an essential duet; here were two great healing forces that when synergized were greater than either alone.

The medical meaning of the word “synergy” is “a remedy acting similarly to another remedy and increasing its efficiency when combined with it.” It was Buckminster Fuller who suggested that it was appropriate to call my work Rubenfeld Synergy and to call myself a Synergist. Semantics, perhaps, but it expresses the basis of this work, because I strongly believe that everything—mind and body, thoughts, emotions and feelings, bloodstream and brain, soul and spirit—must be in a state of synergy if we ourselves are to become whole.

The word slowly spread that mine was an effective approach. People with many different needs and backgrounds began to come to my office. I worked with world-famous performers, other therapists, the wife of a president—and many other people who longed to be balanced and well.

In these beginning years, I was frequently approached to write a book about this new approach. However, I was still refining the theories and philosophies, and developing exercises that anyone could do. Life force and energetic concepts were difficult to translate onto paper. Only recently have scientists begun to document the interaction of mind, body and emotions.

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, the way to healing has become less fractionalized; bringing the body, mind and spirit into a congruent whole is more common than it was even ten years ago. I write this book now because I can illustrate what happens in the healing process, and by so doing show you the way to self-healing. I will teach you about the way your body holds emotion and the methods for releasing it; about your energy field, which is the basis for therapeutic touch; about the use of gentle, healing touch; and about the all-important factor of awareness, which is the first step toward change. This book will provide you with ample instruction and exercises for you to experience change and adopt it into your life.

It is meant to inspire. It is meant to help you understand your emotional body, and to help others understand theirs.
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2.
THE RUBENFELD
SYNERGY METHOD:
THE SIX “AHAS”

Come back with me to my first encounter with Judy Leibowitz. She escorted me into a small room with a mirror and invited me to lie down fully clothed on a padded table. Then she did something no one had ever done: she touched the sides of my head very gently and asked me in a soft voice to relax. I followed her instructions—or so I thought, for I was soon surprised to hear her repeat her request.

“I am relaxed,” I told her, talking through clenched teeth, tight jaw and taut neck.

“Not really. Try to sense your neck and head and what you’re doing with them.”

My head and neck were rigid with tension, as I discovered when Judy tried to gently move them. I’d only thought I had relaxed. I was amazed to discover that I was not doing what I’d sincerely believed I was.

I had come to my first “Aha.”

Aha #1: You’re not always doing what
you think you’re doing.

This may sound simple—but it is an extraordinarily important insight. You may think that your mind and body are communicating, that your body is following your mental instructions, when in reality your mind is telling your body to do one thing and it is doing just the opposite.

While touching my neck, Judy repeated instructions my brain didn’t understand. However, my body understood the message in her touch, which cajoled my head and neck muscles to soften, allowing me to experience a new freedom of movement. Another “Aha” quickly followed:

Aha #2: Touch is a powerful means
of communication.

Judy’s touch succeeded in communicating with me more clearly than her words, conveying messages of nonviolence and safety to ease my severe tensions. I had never experienced this kind of touch before, I realized—touch that talked to me. It was only later that I understood this is the way babies experience safety in the arms of their parents.

After a while Judy stopped her touching. I sat up and got off the table.

“What do you do?” Judy asked as I stood there.

I was startled and surprised. None of the doctors I had consulted had asked me this question. “I’m a musician. I conduct.”

“Show me,” she said cheerfully.

I began to conduct an imaginary orchestra.

“Of course you have back and shoulder spasms. Your neck is sticking way out, your right shoulder is slumped and your left ankle is totally out of alignment.”

“What does my left ankle have to do with my neck and right shoulder?” I asked.

Judy explained that what happens to one part of the body affects and ripples throughout all other parts as well. In my case, an old ankle injury was manifesting itself and having an impact on my back and shoulders. Continued hours of conducting had exaggerated the already poor posture of my upper body.

My third “Aha” emerged as a bright light.

Aha #3: The body is an
interconnected system.

My first session was an astonishing success. Feeling taller, balanced, lighter and more relaxed, I rushed to see the friend who had recommended Judy to me.

“How was it?” she asked.

“Wonderful!”

“What happened?”

I stared at her. “I don’t know,” I muttered.

As I struggled to explain, the fourth “Aha” presented itself:

Aha #4: To have an experience,
you don’t have to know the reasons why.

I had just had a life-changing experience. I couldn’t explain it to my friend, couldn’t “justify” it to myself and did not cognitively understand what had happened. All I knew was that something profound had taken place, and that if I had tried to stop and analyze it—if, indeed, I had paused during my session to try to formulate the “Ahas” into words—I would have weakened the impact of those precious moments.

Over the next few months, my spasms dissolved and I was able to conduct without pain. I never missed my weekly appointment, but during one lesson with Judy, a surprising event happened: I began sobbing from a place deep within me. Her gentle touch had built such trust that I was able to safely contact and express sadness in her presence, sadness I had denied even to myself. After several of these emotional episodes, I realized the fifth significant “Aha.”

Aha #5: Emotions reside and
are held in the body.

At first, my recognition of this truth was more physical than mental. When Judy touched me, I often cried. A vast store of emotions had awakened and was being released. Somewhat at a loss about what to do with these emotional episodes, Judy finally suggested I have a consultation with the analyst she went to. She explained that her teaching was about the efficient use and alignment of the body, and that she was not qualified to process, interpret or talk about the feelings and memories that emerged during our lessons.

Full of emotional pain, I promptly made an appointment with her psychiatrist. He invited me to lie down on his couch, free-associate and recall the emotions I had just experienced with Judy. I could not describe them—nor experience them with the same intensity. I suggested that perhaps touch had had something to do with the intensity of the feelings, and I asked him if he would try to use this approach as well. He recoiled, telling me he would never use touch in the psychotherapeutic process.

Thus the next several years were divided between Judy, who touched but would not talk, and the analyst, who would talk but would not touch. I longed to have a single professional do both, and when I couldn’t find one, the sixth “Aha” presented itself.

Aha #6: Why couldn’t someone
do both-talk and touch?

I knew within myself that I was that “someone.” Without a model for working with the body, mind and emotions simultaneously, I began to experiment with verbal psychological interventions while using the Alexander Technique. I became the bridge between two disciplines—bodywork and psychotherapy. And the Rubenfeld Synergy Method was born.

The memory of one of my early clients is still vivid today.

Susan came to me because of severe shoulder pain accompanied by unremitting anxiety. By the end of our first session, using touch and postural self-awareness, I was able to get her to release her rigid shoulders, but when she arrived for the following session she was as hunched up and tight as before. Obviously, touch and postural self-awareness had been only a temporary remedy.

Several weeks later, in the midst of a session, she suddenly began to cry in a very high-pitched, frightened voice. Her body became rigid and she bowed her head in shame.

“How old do you feel right now?” I asked, recognizing the significance of the moment.

“Two years old,” she whispered.

While my hands softly touched her upper back and right shoulder, I asked her to close her eyes and go back to that age. She suddenly shuddered and squirmed in her chair, then brought her knees up to her chest so tightly she resembled a small ball. She peeked out briefly to check that I was still there. Through my hands and voice I assured her I would not leave her. A distant memory surfaced. Her mother was tying her hands with brightly colored ribbons to the side bars of her crib.

Her story came out haltingly. Each time baby Susan would touch her genitals, her mother would push her hands away and tie them to the crib. This memory was long repressed, but her position—and the shame—had remained frozen in her body.

In the sessions that followed, she was able to release her shoulders and keep them relaxed. Now her arms moved more freely, allowing her hands to come closer to her body—touching herself. This new body position scared her at first, and she often went back to her old frozen posture. But after some months of working through this emotional trauma, she was able to reclaim her sexual feelings without fear. Susan even entered a fulfilling relationship, her first, with a man. Eventually, she was able to forgive her disturbed mother. She had finally integrated her relaxed shoulders and expanded open chest into her present life and relationships. And I had been able to talk to her and elicit talk from her, as well as to use touch to reeducate her body.

After Susan, I found it difficult to practice the Alexander Technique by itself. I was no longer satisfied with changing only my clients’ postures. I burned to know their histories and what had created their dysfunctions in the first place. Listening to their physical tensions was a gateway to a larger story that began to unfold beneath my hands.

The “Ahas” were the first steps toward developing a full therapeutic program, but they do not constitute the entire theoretical construct behind Rubenfeld Synergy. This developed slowly as my number of clients grew and I saw the efficacy of my methods in “real life” and, later, when I gave up much of my private practice to devote myself to training others in my method.

In 1987, I “dared” to publish some of my theories in several journals. Later, I expanded these concepts and included them in a book for professionals on body-oriented psychotherapy. Here, for the first time, I present them to the general reader.

The following principles, philosophies and theoretical foundations, all of which will be treated in depth in the chapters to come, guide Rubenfeld Synergy sessions:

1. Each individual is unique.

We approach each client as a separate human being, recognizing his or her uniqueness; there are no characterological maps or templates, as exist in some other systems, which purport to correlate emotional behavior to various areas of the body (back pain = anger, chest constriction = sadness, etc.). Synergists approach each session with each person without a predetermined agenda, choosing from options of touch, verbal interaction, imagination and movement to support the client’s unique path to growth and change.

2. The body, mind, emotions and
spirit are part of a dynamically
interrelated system.

This is the principle derived from “Ahas” number 3 and 5, and I will expand on it as the book goes on. The fact that body and mind are interconnected—a radical concept thirty years ago but commonplace now—lies at the base of many therapies. The emotional and spiritual elements are later developments and were unique to Rubenfeld Synergy, though others have now adopted them. Essentially, every time a change is introduced at one level of a person’s being, it has a ripple effect throughout the entire physical, emotional, mental and spiritual system, changing the equilibrium of the whole person. Movement and posture become expressive of our entire relationship with ourselves—and with the rest of the universe.

3. Awareness is the first key to change.

Each of us has physical and emotional habit patterns. But we may



4. Change occurs in the present moment.


5. The ultimate responsibility
for change rests with you.


6. People have a natural capacity
for self-healing and self-regulation.



7. The body’s life force and
energy field can be sensed.


8. Touch is a viable, accurate
system of communication.


9. The body is a metaphor.


10. The body tells the truth.


11. The body is the sanctuary of the soul.


12. Pleasure needs to be supported
to balance pain.


13. Humor can heal, lighten and enlighten.


14. Reflecting clients’ verbal expressions
validates their experience.


15. Confusion facilitates change.


16. Altered states of consciousness
can enhance healing.


17. Integration is necessary for
lasting results.


18. Self-care is the first step to client care.








OEBPS/images/Rube_9780307421906_epub_tp_r1.jpg
sSelf-Healing Through The
Rubenfeld Synergy
Method of Talk and Touch

THE

LISTENING
HanND

ILaANA RUBENFELD

Drawings by Anne Kent Rush

Photographs by Sylvia Plachy

BANTAM BOOTEKS





OEBPS/images/Rube_9780307421906_epub_001_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Rube_9780307421906_epub_L02_r1.jpg









OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/Rube_9780307421906_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
The Listening Hand

Self-Healing Through the
Rubenfeld Synergy
Method of Talk and Touch

Ilana Rubenfeld
Drawings by Anne Kent Rush
Photographs by Sylvia Plachy





