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FOUR DAYS OF CHANG!
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Faced with starting a new career, the author attends a

BY NANCY S. HARDAWAY

drove into the pine-shaded parking

lot in Wellfleet and sat wondering

what the next four days of a work-

shop entitled “The Next Phase”

would be like. Somewhat apprehen-
sively, | entered the building and walked
into a group of strangers, male and
female evenly balanced, ages from
somewhere in the late 40s to perhaps
late 70s. I saw no familiar faces, just oth-
ers who, like myself, were looking for
their name tags and packets, and search-
ing for some learning, some answers,
perhaps. We participants had come from
all over. Awkward meet-and-greet con-
versation blended Southemn drawls, Mid-
Western twangs, and even voices that
spoke of faraway homes - [srael,
Sweden.

Billed as a “leading edge program for
exploring an emerging stage of life,” the
workshop was supposed to address the
angst that can come about when the
major work of building a career and rais-
ing a family is already accomplished.
With many active years ahead, we won-
der, What next? The brochure talked

about the challenges of reexamining old
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The non-profit Gestalt International Study Center, located in Wellfleet, offers a
variety of workshops and training sessions. Gestalt is a holistic form of psy-
chotherapy aimed at heightening the individual’s self-awareness and perception
of the moment, especially in terms of their relationships with other people

and their environment.

dreams put aside, finding new interests,
maintaining passion ... a hefty goal for
just four days with strangers. And was |
at this “next phase” anyway?

It had started months earlier, this sort
of itchy feeling that I could or should
look at my life and my choices a little
differently. My job with a large local
business had ended with its acquisition
by a larger regional company. Not want-
ing to be so far removed from the major
strategic decisions, I chose the severance
package. But now | was without the big
title, without the daily challenges, and
no longer a part of that larger communi-
ty. About the same time, my daughter
graduated from Williams College, and |
was accompanying my son to Vermont,
New Hampshire, and Boston to see
where he wanted to apply to college.
Empty-nesting was imminent. And the
AARP magazine had started coming

regularly.

So what did I want to do when [ grew
up? [ was not ready to retire; with col-
lege costing $40,000-plus per year, and |
still had a sense of more to accomplish
in this world. But maybe I'd chose to
work a bit differently: maybe non-profit,
maybe start a business or buy one?
What about the law school I'd been
accepted to but never attended? Or art
~I'd had a few exhibits some years earli-
er, but then [ stopped painting when
work became too demanding. Perhaps a
book? Too many choices, none of them
appealing enough to move toward. How
could I learn to make decisions differ-
ently, when before I always made them
to benefit husband and children - using
their needs and wants as my measure?

I had met Edwin Nevis who founded
with his wife, Sonia March Nevis, of the
Gestalt International Study Center, only

workshop for finding purpose in third age.

Quickhits
Gestalt International

Study Center

1035 Cemetery RoadPO.Box 515
SoWellfleet, MA 02663

508-349-7900
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"The Next Phase” workshop

3 pm.Thurs., Oct. 6 to Noon Sun, Oct. 9
Fee: $530; Members, $480

once, finding out about this leaming
community in Wellfleet from people in
California. Although Ed has an intemna-
tional reputation in organizational devel-
opment, has published multiple books,
and had been on the faculty at MIT, it
was none of those credentials that sold
me on the workshop. It was simply that
he is one of those people with so much
integrity and warmth that you trust him
immediately, and when [ talked about
my confusion and he said, “Come to
“The Next Phase workshop,” I signed up.
Maybe I was facing “the next phase" I'd
soon find out.

I'm not sure how the leaders did it,
but somehow they eased us strangers
into group interaction painlessly. We
divided into groups by interests, sports
or arts or travel. Then regrouped as a
whole and talked about what we hoped
to get from the workshop. [ found oth-
ers in similar circurnstances, “figuring
out a new model for success and living,"
“breaking out of a pre-packaged mold,”
and others looking at “reworking rela-
tionships,” “exploring creative processes,”
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and “grieving the transition." | heard a
familiar theme, that sense of time no
longer being infinite. The word “passion”
came up a lot. We had a chance to share
who we were and listen to who we
were with, all in an environment that
encouraged honesty.

The next day was devoted to explor-
ing “Where Have | Come From/Where
am | Now?" There was a richness to the
exercises that | expect came from the
variety of people who had created this
unusual workshop - corporate execu-
tives, consultants, academics, therapists. [
was surprised at what | learned about
my own past through the River of Life
exercise.

Sometimes working with one other
person, sometimes in small groups,
sometimes with the whole
group together in the big

before, just that the decisions at work
were always easier than personal choic-
es.

With more leaming on how to have
important conversations and straight
talk, the strangers that had arrived on
Thursday, now on Sunday had become
friends. We were a circle of friends that
looked concretely at what all this talk
meant for our own futures, whether
work or retirement, new homes or new
friends, relationships with parents or
with children. Tools for change were
shared, zlong with a developmental
worksheet. We made plans, we dis-
cussed what would come next, we chal-
lenged, we supported each others' goals.
And then we left for homes nearby and
far away. It was hard to say good-bye.

Did [ find an answer?
No, but | started a process

meeting room, we drew LL] that continues on. Just a
maps of our lives, we talked few days ago [ received a
about our physical selves and workshop follow-up pack-
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of wisdom about how each GESTALT new career, but I'm open
supported the other. INTERNATIONAL 0 new possibilities. The
On Saturday, the work STUDY CENTER  Workshop did help me to

med toward the future

through visualization and

exploring decisions, We

looked at not just the content

of the decisions we've made

(the choice of this road or that), but
also at the process of how we arrived at
a decision. A bit of research was pre-
sented, along with some personal expe-
riences. Leave a judgeship for landscape
design? Support a grown daughter?
They talked about “changing the bound-
aries of the decision.” | hadn't really
thought about how | made decisions

find courage and patience.
So | guess that's where
I'm at, in the next phase, a
construction site, a work
in progress, with opportu-
nities for new adventure, and doors to
open while others close.



