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Somatic Experiencing (SE)® was created in 1973 by Peter Levine and provides a naturalistic and neurobiological approach to healing trauma.

Original Hellinger® Family Constellation was formulated in the 1980s by Bert Hellinger and provides a phenomenological and therapeutic approach for healing that looks at problems, difficulties, or conflicts with a systemic view. Throughout this book the practice is referred to as Systemic Family Constellations Therapy (SFCT), the name the author studied and practices the therapy under.

Somatic Experiencing and its abbreviation of SE as well as Original Hellinger Family Constellation are registered trademarks, though you will not see the trademark symbol used throughout the text.

If you have any questions about either of these practices or would like to learn more you can find information at the following websites: www.somaticexperiencing.com and www.hellinger.com/en.
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Foreword

By Peter A. Levine, Ph.D.

We all tend to believe in free will. That it is WE who ultimately determine our destinies, that we are the captains of our own ships. Unbeknown to us, however, we may be influenced by events and circumstances that our ancestors (and their ancestors in turn) experienced during lifetimes long past. And yet, their impact persists outside the realm of our conscious awareness. These lingering “ghosts” exercise powerful influences on our emotions, reactions, behaviors, and choices. Some of these ancestral influences have had negative (even traumatic) effects on us, while others are life-supporting and life-affirming. In this magnificent rendering, Euphrasia “Efu” Nyaki brings together her deep immersion in Somatic Experiencing (where she serves on the international faculty and legacy faculty), Systemic Family Constellations Therapy (founded by Bert Hellinger), and a uniquely rich tradition from her tribal heritage.

As you will read later in her own words, Efu grew up in a small village in the foothills of Mount Kilimanjaro, Tanzania, where she heard many stories about healing from her grandfather. One of these stories was about a special snail that was sent to the Nyaki clan from the ancestors in order to protect them.

When an injured warrior was brought back to the village, he was laid down next to the snail, which would heal his wound by “licking” it. Currently, Efu directs a healing center in the northeast of Brazil. There, she and her “snail” healing team “lick the wounds” of their patients, the simple and poor people of João Pessoa.

Now, in her groundbreaking book Healing Trauma through Family Constellations and Somatic Experiencing, Efu brings her tribal wisdom to her readers, both professional and lay. She provides us with powerful tools so that we may have access to healing our own ancestral traumas and tribulations, and, in turn, allow them to provide us with their long-forgotten wisdom and the return to an innate wholeness that we all yearn for. Read, and be healed by grandfather’s snail.

PETER A. LEVINE, PH.D., is the developer of Somatic Experiencing, a naturalistic and neurobiological approach to healing trauma, which he has developed over the past fifty years. He holds a doctorate in biophysics from UC Berkeley and a doctorate in psychology from International University.He is the author of several best-selling books on trauma, including Waking the Tiger: Healing Trauma (published in over 33 languages), In an Unspoken Voice: How the Body Releases Trauma and Restores Goodness; and Trauma and Memory: Brain and Body in a Search for the Living Past. His work has been taught to over thirty thousand therapists in over forty-two countries. He is currently a senior fellow and consultant at The Meadows Addiction and Trauma Treatment Center in Wickenburg, Arizona and continues to teach trauma healing workshops internationally.
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INTRODUCTION

I Am the Dream of My Ancestors

My name is Euphrasia Nyaki, popularly known as Efu. While I was growing up in the village of Nganjoni-Marangu, in the foothills of Mount Kilimanjaro, Tanzania, I heard many stories of healing from my grandfather. Some of the stories sounded very mysterious to me. One of the stories that my grandfather told us was about a special snail that resided behind the house of the chief of the Nyaki clan (our family clan). This special snail was sent to the Nyaki clan from the ancestors to protect them and guarantee the life of the clan for the future.

The main purpose of the snail was to heal the people who were injured in war defending our clan, my grandfather told us. When an injured person was brought back home, that person was laid down next to the snail. Then the snail would move slowly closer to the injured person, crawl directly to the wound, and lick it! The snail would leave behind a slimy secretion that would heal the wound instantaneously. In this way, the injured person was able to get up, go back to war, and defend our clan.

As a little child between the ages of five and six years old, I can remember being fascinated by this story and feeling so proud and happy to belong to the Nyaki clan, while imagining the power of healing that was granted to us from this special snail. I recall that as a little girl I did not think much about the tribal war or its consequences, but I recall my grandfather’s emphasis on the presence of the snail that healed the clan, and that, as a result, the war had ended and the clan continued to grow bigger and stronger.

Today, the snail itself doesn’t exist anymore. However, the memory of healing those who have been injured is imprinted in our DNA. Energetically, the snail that healed people who were injured from the war is manifest in each one of us. As one of the members of the tribe, I carry this memory of healing trauma—and I expand it beyond my clan. I take the ownership for my destiny by choosing to be a healer of traumas, continuing the loving healing energy of the snail clan from my father’s side.

In addition, I remember the stories from my mother’s clan about her own paternal grandmother who was also a healer. My great-grandmother was well known in the village as an herbalist, and she healed others as she was lying on her bed due to an illness that limited her from moving around. And in turn she passed that knowledge down. As I was growing up, whenever we children had an upset stomach, a headache, or a small injury, my mother used to show us a plant that was supposed to be good for each illness. We always followed my mother’s instructions using the right plants in the right amounts, and sure enough, the healing would happen.

Today, I travel around the world virtually and in person healing different kinds of traumas. I think of my great-grandmother’s healing energy with awe. This powerful healing energy within pushed me forward beyond the bedroom and beyond the borders. I honor my great-grandmother deeply, and I thank her for choosing me to move this potential healing energy forward. I must remember that since she came before me, she has it all. Humbly, I take a small portion of her grandiose energy and move it forward with my essence as I follow my destiny.

Initiation, Education, and Vocation

When I was thirteen years old, my clan gathered together to do a special ritual for my initiation into adulthood. I remember seeing my aunt collecting leaves from a plant known as isale (normally used for reconciliation and offerings). On this specific day, they used isale leaves to anoint the goat that was going to be sacrificed for my initiation ritual. In this ritual, the leaves of isale were being used to ask the ancestors to kindly receive the sacrifice that was about to happen.

The ceremony was readily prepared, and I was given a special place to observe everything that happened in the ritual. Many wonderful things happened in this ritual. However, one of the most important things on this special occasion that I remember today are the words that my father said to me through my uncle. This is the nature of the rituals in my clan. An uncle or aunt speaks on behalf of the father or mother because, sometimes, the father or mother is very emotional and is not able to express himself/herself well. Another reason is the emphasis on communal and collective parenting.

This is what I was told: “My daughter, you are now growing up into adulthood. Know that you will bring with you the strength of all of our ancestors. They will always be with you to protect you. Go out into the world with special blessings from our ancestors. Wherever you go, know that you will be received and blessed.”

I always remember listening to those words being uttered to me from behind while being gently pushed to move forward. I felt tall and strong, confident and with a firm sense of belonging to my family, the Nyaki clan. I felt connected to all of the ancestors who came long before me, and who, at the same time, were also present in my own strong body.

About a week after this ritual was done, I left my home village, where I had been born and had lived until I was thirteen years old. I went to a boarding school where I lived collectively with other students receiving secondary and higher levels of formal education. Every six months I would go back home to the village, where I would spend a month with my family. During this month in my home village, I was able to dive back into the traditional life using herbal medicines and other customs that we weren’t able to practice in the modern life of the secondary-school environment.

During my secondary school and university studies, I joined an organization called Young Christian Students (YCS), whose main purpose was to help young people reflect on who they ought to become as adults. This organization’s main objective was to help young people discover their talents, which would guide them to discern their vocation or life mission. Apart from my studies, I dedicated most of my time to this organization.

Due to my dedication to the YCS organization, I was elected as a coordinator/president of the YCS at the local level. As I moved on to higher levels of my studies, I was elected as a regional leader; and in the university, I was elected as the president of YCS at the national level. I am very grateful that I had an opportunity to be part of the YCS organization because that is where as a young person I learned early on to reflect before acting.

In YCS’s regulations, there was a guideline that we had to follow in all of our actions: SEE (observe), JUDGE (reflect), ACT (take necessary action), and REFLECT (evaluate). Since I was always in a position of leadership, I had to make sure that we followed these main guidelines of our organization. This total way of life contributed to my vocation and mission work, which led to me making the right choices for my own life.

Eventually, I chose to go into the teaching profession, and I began my work at Chanjale Junior Seminary in the southern part of Kilimanjaro, where I taught mathematics and science. Even though my main work was as a teacher in the seminary, in the evenings and during the weekends I visited the nearby communities where I served as a volunteer with the women. I went to the villages to organize groups of women to talk about the rights of formal education for all and other vital topics, empowering them to care for themselves and to find their place within the patriarchal society. As I shared my teaching and solidarity with the women in the neighborhood of my workplace, who were from another tribe that is located in the southern part of Mount Kilimanjaro, I also received their wisdom in the prevention of illness and the art of healing, including many herbal medicines.

After three years of teaching at the junior seminary, I met a friend at the marketplace, Azucena (Ceny) San Pedro, originally from the Philippines, but who had been living in Tanzania. We quickly became friends. I later learned that she was a Maryknoll missionary, a religious woman who dedicated her life to helping other people who needed love, compassion, and support for their survival.

I shared with Sister Ceny my desire to help others heal themselves and to create a better space in the world for themselves. Without hesitation, Sister Ceny invited me to join her congregation of Maryknoll Sisters of St. Dominic that had been serving in more than twenty-eight countries throughout the world. Upon accepting this invitation, I quit my teaching job in the seminary and began the process of applying to join the congregation of the Maryknoll Sisters of St. Dominic.

My First Overseas Experience

While I was going through the orientation for the Maryknoll Sisters religious community, I had the opportunity to do volunteer work in the United States. In 1990 through mid-1992, I lived with a community of nine sisters from seven different nationalities. We all did volunteer work in the city of Newburgh, New York, which is located about two hours from New York City by train. Newburgh had a majority population of African-American and Hispanic people. Most of the buildings were quite run down with a lot of garbage and broken furniture on the street. Walking down the streets of Newburgh, I encountered many homeless people, of whom the majority went to a drop-in center that provided food and shelter. This is where we did most of our volunteer work.

This was my first foreign experience, and it was quite a difficult one since I didn’t expect to see such a situation in a so-called first-world country. However, the situations I encountered strengthened my desire and urge to heal our broken world. For the two years that I lived in Newburgh, I accompanied many homeless people, listening to their stories, validating their presence, and accepting them just the way they were.

I remember one woman sharing with me how much she felt loved and valued by me just sitting among them and listening to them telling stories or jokes, or just simply laughing and crying together. She also told me that I didn’t have to do anything, that my presence in itself was healing for her. This kind of feedback served to validate my desire to move forward into the area of healing.

The “We” Beneath the “I”

I must admit that writing or talking about myself is not easy. I was born into a “We” culture, and talking about myself using the word “I” didn’t feel right. To illustrate this, I will share my personal experience that happened after I arrived in New York in 1990. I recall moments when I was sharing stories about my family, clan, and culture to some of our community members, where I was often using “We” in the place of “I.” I was made aware of this pattern by quick interruptions from the listeners asking abruptly: “Who is we? Who else was you with?” I remember being puzzled, and not being able to give an answer to such a question . . . And, unfortunately, the story had to end with frustrations for the storyteller and for the listeners.

Thirty-three years later, with new awareness as I write this book, I am now able to answer the question, “Who is ‘We’?” After being exposed to so many other cultures and modern science for over three decades, I am affirmed that I carry within myself all of my ancestors. I carry their love, energy, strength, beauty, healing powers, dreams, expectations, and desires, as well as the conflicts and difficulties that happened in their lives. My ancestors live in me, watch over me, and therefore I am “We.” Even when you, the reader, observes the places where I use “I” in this book, remember that there is a “We” beneath the “I.”

Names Carry Deep Meanings

Another important element that connects healing aspects and the expanded energy of the healing process is my name: Euphrasia Ruah Ainenyi Joseph Nyaki (nicknamed “Efu”).

Ruah Ainenyi is the name given to me by my grandmother. In Nyaki’s clan, when a child is born, a chosen grandmother determines a name according to her intuition as well as the determination of what has been happening around the time a child is born. My grandmother named me Ruah Ainenyi. Ruah means “the immensity of the sky,” “the mystery,” or “the great spirit.” Ainenyi means “with me.” So, Ruah Ainenyi means “the mystery is with me.” I am fully convinced that the mystery that is with me is part of the healing powers with which I was entrusted. However, it’s important to make it clear that this healing energy is beyond my individual person.

Euphrasia is my baptism name. My parents were Catholics and baptized their children at the very early stages of their lives. I was only eight days old when I was baptized. My mother was at home resting, and my father took me to the church for the baptism ceremony. Before my father left home to go to the church, they both agreed to give me a Christian name: Lucrecia. However, when my father arrived in the church, he could only remember the name Euphrasia and so I was named Euphrasia Rua Ainenyi. Up until I joined Maryknoll as a missionary in 1990, when I was twenty-eight years old, I didn’t know the meaning of Euphrasia. While I was volunteering with Maryknoll in New York, I met a sister who was studying Greek at that time. And, as there are no coincidences, she approached me and told me that she recognized my name from her Greek studies. I asked her if she knew the meaning of it, and she had it ready for me; she read to me the Greek description of my name: “a flower that heals our eyes.”

Joseph is my father’s name that I also carry to enhance my strength in all that I do. Not only that, but I am grateful to him for choosing my mother, Maria, for his spouse, whose love is totally present in my life.

And finally, Nyaki is my clan’s name, the snail that heals those who have been traumatized.

Gratefully, I put together the meanings of my names: (1) The mystery is with me, (2) I am a flower that heals our eyes, (3) I have strength and love from my father and mother, and (4) I carry the gift of my clan, the healing snail. As I was getting ready for my religious mission work, I began to integrate the mentioned four aspects of healing. I felt empowered to move forward, being fully present in my body and soul, while holding space for others to do their own healing process.

Mission in Brazil and Afya Holistic Healing Center for Women

In 1993, after I finished my orientation experience at Maryknoll in New York, I was assigned to live and work in Brazil. In my studies, I learned that Brazil received about 75 percent of all the African people who were taken from their homeland and brought to the Americas for slavery. Currently, about 60 percent of the Brazilian population are Black people, descendants of western African people who were enslaved. For this reason, I was excited about meeting people from the African continent in the Americas. Another big motivation for me in going to Brazil as a mission placement was learning about Paulo Freire, the famous Brazilian educator whose most notable work is The Pedagogy of the Oppressed. I first learned about Paulo Freire when I was studying for my degree in education in Tanzania. I was fascinated by his theory of the pedagogy of the oppressed and how people from the grassroots transform society. Also, the first Tanzanian president, Julius Nyerere, had been a very good friend of Paulo Freire, and he implemented Paulo Freire’s theory in Tanzania’s system of education.

Shortly after I arrived, I was introduced to the community of Afro-Brazilians who came together to connect with their ancestors and honor them through rituals, songs, dance, prayers, and sharing meals and drink together. The names that are given to these groups are Candomblé, Umbanda, Kimbanda, Jurema, and Xango. Participating in these groups brought me back home to my ancestors. I felt at home with my body as I observed them dancing and singing. These ceremonies were a resource for my body and soul when I was holding space for the many people who were traumatized by domestic and urban violence situations. The pain of suffering from the past traumas and violence dissolved in the vibrant drumming and loud singing that urged the bodies to move and dance. I could have gone to the ceremony feeling sad, frustrated, angry and hungry for justice, and homesick. In the ceremony I fully participated, and when the ceremony was over, I left feeling well, refreshed, and connected. The participation in the ritual with the ancestors gave me a boost to continue doing my own healing, while I continued to hold space for more healing for those around me.

On my arrival in Brazil, I was immediately introduced to my fourth language, Portuguese. After three months of language study, I began to slowly work with the Brazilian people, especially with women on the periphery of the northeastern city of João
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