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I’m a trauma survivor.  Like many other survivors - like many people, actually - I tend to be fearful of 

the unknown.  Because of our fear, we often try to deny unwanted realities or to control what 

happens next in a desperate attempt to know the future.  Improvisation performer, teacher, and 

author of Impro: Improvisation and The Theatre, Keith Johnstone, calls us “no-sayers.”  Through 

our efforts, he says, we experience more safety.  Alternatively, “yes-sayers,” - those who accept 

what is and are comfortable not knowing what will be - experience more adventure.  

In the arena of improvisational theatre, Johnstone’s assessment may be a primary truth.  In the 

arena of real life, though, another, deeper truth about no-sayers and yes-sayers emerges.  By 

saying “yes” to what is - accepting reality - and wondering about, rather than fearing the future, we 

can experience more healing.  Johnstone proposes that we no-sayers can learn to say “yes,” and 

my own life is a hopeful testament to this possibility.  
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I discovered improvisation during a truly terrible time in my life.  An abusive relationship had ended, 

and the dividing of our mutually owned property and assets was festering in the courts.  My 

suffering was evident to everyone.  A wise friend suggested that, in addition to my therapy and 

support group, I might benefit from having some fun. She encouraged me to attend an 

improvisation class.  I did and my life changed forever.  

At first I was terrified.  The other students were much younger extroverts with a knack for comedy.  

Many were actors interested in improving their performance skills.  I was the only sad, frightened 

introvert seeking healing.  The first few classes I cowered in the corner, hoping with all my strength 

that the teacher wouldn’t call on me to participate in an exercise in front of the class.  He didn’t.  

After the third class, as I walked alone down the stairs of the studio, I heard that judgmental little 

voice inside proclaiming firmly and sarcastically, “Well, you’re certainly getting your money’s worth 

out of this, aren’t you!?”  That awareness was all I needed to propel me into participating fully in the 

class; and as my friend predicted, it was such fun!  

The camaraderie among classmates, the hilarity, and the laughter facilitated the first level of 

healing that I experienced.  The class raised my energy and resurrected my joy.  Soon, though, I 

began to notice that the principles of improvisation resembled spiritual qualities I had studied in 
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