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Part 1
. . . . . . . . . .

The Power of Myth

There was a time, not too long ago, when our ancestors believed that the sun and the moon, the rivers and the forests, were sacred. The changing of the seasons, the rise and fall of the tides, and other rhythms of Mother Earth were sacred. Through story, dance, or song, all children knew the history of their people. They knew tales of creation and myths of belonging in a world where there was a place for them. Children would beg their grandmother, “Nanna, tell me that story again.” Their roles in life were guided by a rich tradition of folktales, legends, and myths.

The word myth is derived from the Latin term mythos, or story. The prevailing myths or stories of a society are considered its norm or “reality,” and our myths are sacred. Throughout human history, people have been ridiculed, ostracized, and severely punished for nothing more than questioning or challenging a “cultural hallucination” or myth of their time. By questioning the myth that all celestial bodies revolved around the Earth, Galileo Galilei (1564–1642) was branded a heretic by the Church, and forced to renounce his belief on his knees before being thrown into prison for life. After a seven-year trial by the Inquisition, the Italian scientist Giordano Bruno (1548–1600) was burned at the stake for questioning the same myth as Galileo, and also for proposing that the sun itself may not be the center of the universe.

Our culture and its stories largely determine the manner in which we experience the world and our place within it. Our stories tell us how we are to live our lives, including how we should relate to others. Stories or myths not only provide a context through which we see our place in the world, but also set the foundation for how our physiology will respond to life’s challenges. In practical terms, myths help us interpret and respond to our circumstances, situations, and crises.

Our body and mind — which are so interrelated that I consider them together as bodymind — are deeply affected by the myths we accept without question. When our bodymind experiences a new situation or challenge, it resorts to the most familiar story about the situation — the story depicting what we expect will happen. If we have a headache or back pain, if our spouse walks out on us, or if our car is damaged in an accident, our physiology responds with a story about how things are supposed to be. Then we match our experience to our expectations. It does not matter if the story is true; our bodymind responds from the place of a deep cultural hallucination, which for most of us means a deep sleep.

Just as the prevailing story accepted by a culture without question is considered normal existence or “reality,” that of another culture is considered strange, comical, stupid, or dangerous. We are biased against anything that is at variance with our story. If the beliefs or values we unconsciously accept are challenged, we may react with anger, rage, resentment, frustration, or depression. Often, we will reject an idea or treatment because it doesn’t feel good, because it is weird, or because it creates anxiety as it clashes with a prevailing myth. Even when we are told that a particular treatment, practice, or dietary supplement is beneficial for our health and well-being, our physiology is likely to ignore or reject it if the idea is foreign to our prevailing myths.

For example, if an expectant mother in our culture is told about a simple procedure she can follow after her baby is born that will restore lost nutrients, improve her immune system, facilitate the transportation of antibodies to her baby through breast milk, speed up her recovery, and is free of charge, she is likely to say, “Yes! I’ll do it. Tell me what it is.” If the woman is then told to eat her baby’s placenta, or afterbirth, she will immediately respond with “Ugh. That’s disgusting! No, thank you!” The woman’s mind and body tell her, “It’s a myth; it can’t be!” It is also possible that her bodymind will declare, “This doesn’t feel right to me,” which brings up another myth: that something has to “feel right” to be good for us.

When we are frightened, confused, or lost in despair, we often turn to our “myth spinners” to give meaning to our experience. In native cultures, such individuals are usually shamans and other types of healers and magicians. In contemporary Western society, teachers, doctors, therapists, clergy, attorneys, and legislators are among the socially empowered storytellers or myth spinners of our time. Taking its cues from these authority figures, our society then legislates and enforces the prevailing myths to “protect” us from harm.

Consider, as an example, the physician who fails to recommend conventional medical treatment to a patient with cancer. The physician can be prosecuted by the courts for malpractice even when there is no solid evidence that further medical treatment will either prolong the patient’s life or improve her quality of life. What is society’s real concern? Is the legal system acting in the best interest of the patient, or is it more concerned about maintaining the myths and the supremacy of the storytellers of our time?

Another example is the emotionally charged story of the need for immunization. The facts do not always support the theory that immunization is beneficial. In recent cases of polio, most of those who developed the condition had been immunized. Many studies have shown that the risks versus the benefits of immunization are often questionable. Yet observe the reaction of school administrators, physicians, and legal authorities if a child’s parents assert that immunization is not appropriate for their child. Notice also how we react to someone who questions a concept or procedure that we may have accepted blindly as part of our social story.

Doctor, I Feel Terrible!

Imagine waking up one day with a runny nose, congested sinuses, and swollen eyes. You are coughing and wheezing, and have welts on your body. With all these symptoms, you are likely to be distressed. What type of health care will you seek? Your choice will be based upon the story the practitioner expresses, and whether it matches your story of the world. We have been conditioned to seek the story of the physician for the physical body, the psychologist for the mind, and a member of the clergy for the spirit. Sometimes we seek help from all three for the same problem. While a religious person will invest great meaning in clerical advice and ritual practice, an atheist would view the clergy’s perspective as both ridiculous and useless.

If we seek the advice of an allergist, we may be told that we are the victim of an allergy. The allergist’s story provides a reason for our symptoms and a way to neatly categorize them. If we are told that we have an allergy, for example, we can experience the symptoms, and go on living our life as we normally do. Many people are uncomfortable until a doctor tells them what is causing their symptoms. If the allergist fails to give us a diagnosis, we may continue to seek a second (or third) opinion. Once our condition has a name, if someone asks about our runny nose we can respond, “Well, it’s because I have this allergy.” The story also lets us rest assured that we are normal because others have had the same symptoms. Our symptoms and condition may then be considered “acceptable” for the rest of our life.

If we choose to see a nutritionist for the same problem, this person may tell us that the problem is an impoverished nutritional state, instead of an outside substance producing the allergy. As a result, the nutritionist might suggest a different diet or nutritional supplements. If we decide to see a chiropractor, we may be told that the messages between our brain and respiratory passages are impinged upon by interference of the spinal nerves. The chiropractor’s story centers around the need for messages from the brain to reach every vital organ and part of the body so that our life force will express itself properly. Because attention is focused on the spine, the chiropractor may tell us that a vertebral distortion called a subluxation is interfering with the expression of our sinuses or perhaps our adrenal glands. We sigh with relief. “Whew! Now I know what is wrong with me.”

Still, an acupuncturist might suggest there is an imbalance in the ch’i, or life force, of our body, and that the symptoms are a result of the blockage of ch’i. The acupuncturist uses a technique to free the ch’i and we exclaim, “Wow, I sure am glad I went there.” Depending on the practitioner we choose to believe, we will adopt that particular perspective or story about illness and healing, often to the exclusion of other possibilities. Someone who chooses to see an allergist would find it ridiculous if a health professional said, “It’s not an allergy causing your symptoms, but a blockage of ch’i.”

Myths have long exerted a powerful impact on the way we view health and healing. In centuries past, we were taught to believe that disease was caused by evil spirits. Typhus was believed to be caused by dark spirits or evil “vapors,” until it was discovered that the disease was spread by certain types of lice that thrive in unsanitary living conditions. Today, we are taught that disease is the result of viruses or faulty DNA.

Although we experience an illness through our biology, it involves our psychology and a strong cultural component that is often overlooked. This idea meets resistance from the modern cultural story wherein we believe our biology to be largely removed from the culture. We have not considered that a significant part of our response to circumstances, including the manifestation and duration of symptoms and disease, is linked to the contextual model through which we view and experience the world.

The Powerful Placebo

The story of “Mr. Wright” is the classical American textbook tale of the power of myth in both health and disease. Diagnosed with cancerous tumors “the size of oranges,” Mr. Wright was told he had just days to live. While in the hospital, he heard about a horse serum treatment reported to be effective against cancerous growth. Mr. Wright pleaded with his doctor to administer the treatment, and on a Friday afternoon, his physician gave him an injection of the serum. On the following Monday, Mr. Wright was released from the hospital. He was in high spirits and was no longer waiting to die. In his report, the doctor noted that the tumors “had melted like snowballs on a hot stove.”

Two months later, Mr. Wright read in the newspaper that the serum was bogus, and he suffered an immediate relapse. His doctor calmly told him not to believe what he had read about the horse serum being ineffective, and then administered a “highly refined double-strength version” of the drug, which he later reported was colored water. The power of healing was renewed as Mr. Wright’s mood improved, and the tumors disappeared again. Over the next two months, Mr. Wright was in good spirits and enjoyed improved overall health until he read a definitive report stating that his treatment was worthless. He died two days later. It did not matter if the story was true or not. What mattered is whether the myth Mr. Wright believed in encouraged or discouraged the healing process.

According to Dr. Anne Harrington, a science historian at Harvard University, a placebo (derived from the Latin term meaning “I shall please”) is, in essence, a lie that heals. A recent article in The New York Times reported several new studies that show the placebo effect at work in different cultures around the world. Smelling a placebo helped asthmatic children in Venezuela increase their lung function by 33 percent. In a Japanese study, people exposed to fake poison ivy developed real rashes. In Texas, a study comparing arthroscopic knee surgery to sham surgery produced similar levels of pain relief. In another study, 42 percent of balding men taking a placebo either maintained their hair or increased the amount of hair on their heads.

In an article published in Scientific American, several studies were reported on the power of the placebo effect. One group of patients received surgery to treat angina pectoris symptoms, and enjoyed a 76 percent improvement. The other group, the placebo group, had an incision made and were told they had the procedure performed. The group receiving the placebo had 100 percent improvement.

Studies typically rate the placebo effect as 30 to 70 percent effective. If you consider that “placebo” invokes the power to heal in spite of treatment, all the healing that ever occurs can be considered placebo-related. Yet this marvelous placebo effect is scorned by our society. Imagine your tumors disappearing after ingesting a sugar pill! Your physician, business associates, and even family members may consider you a fool to have healed while being duped. A more appropriate response would be to organize a parade in your honor for having mastered the ability to take an inert substance, along with a good dosage of a story that works, and activate your innate powers of healing.

Choosing Our Own Stories

We cannot escape from our culture and our stories any more than we can take a walk outdoors and escape from nature. We can, however, choose to walk in the desert, swim in a tropical ocean, or observe the force of a storm. Our stories, like our experience of nature, are varied and changeable. If we had only experienced life in the desert, our perception of life and its possibilities would be vastly different from our perception of life on a tropical island. Our expectations for ourselves would be vastly different if we only knew the Earth as a frozen tundra or grassy plain. We are inseparable from the larger context of the world we live in, the people we commune with, and the stories and perspectives of the culture of which we are a part.

During the past millennium, the stories we have accepted as truth are responsible for tremendous misery not only in our personal life, but in the world we have created around us. The sun and the moon, the tides, and our rivers are no longer treated as sacred. The history of our religious or tribal lineage embedded within the memory of our body is no longer treated as sacred. If our story doesn’t support a sacred perspective of the natural world and our place within it, then how can the natural rhythms of our body be treated as sacred? Perhaps it is time to realize that what we once considered a “reality” may indeed be a myth. It is time to dispel our cherished myths, one by one, and implement new stories that can set us free from the dark spell we have been under.

In over twenty years of teaching health-care professionals and assisting thousands of individuals in their healing, I discovered how important our stories really are. I have come to realize that our capacity to heal is more often affected by society’s collective myths than by our personal circumstances, symptoms, or disease. Profound moments of healing on a physiological level are often limited by the stories we have about who we are, what it takes to heal, and how we see our place in the larger scheme of things. Our stories can create the magic of healing in our life, or they can stop the magic completely.

The purpose of Healing Myths, Healing Magic is to help you to become the storyteller of your own life; to recognize and empower those stories that help your life flourish, so you can experience a greater level of health and well-being than any previous story has allowed. Your job, as a storyteller, is to act as a catalyst to bring forth a new story — to convert it from myth to “reality.” Of course, the path of the storyteller who dispels the illusions of current myths is often paved with rejection and abuse, because we consider our myths to be sacred. But dispelling old and useless myths is well worth the risks!

Like the creation myths of the past, the stories we adopt have a powerful and magically suggestive effect on the way we interpret our symptoms, the way we heal, and the quality of life we experience. True or not, the story creates the pattern that guides the body toward disease or health. When accepted as truth, certain myths not only impede our healing, but destroy all hope of healing. The prognosis we are given by our chosen storyteller has the power of creation. That is why we must be careful in choosing the authority figure we entrust with our health and our life. We must choose our stories wisely, because we are more often affected by our prognosis than by the progression of the disease itself. The prognosis, which is a form of myth, can have the power of a prayer in reverse. The story we accept will either enhance or hinder our healing, and what we often attribute to a condition or its treatment may very well be the consequence of the story or myth we believe in.

It makes no difference whether an old myth or a new myth is true. If the old story results in our being predisposed to high blood pressure, cancer, anxiety, a suppressed immune system, and failing relationships, wouldn’t it better serve us to adopt a new one? What if the story about ourselves appeared magical, improbable, and outrageous, but caused our blood pressure to drop, prompted us to experience more laughter, strengthened our immune system, and fostered happier, healthier relationships? Would it matter if someone could prove it to be true or not?

I used to be on a search for ultimate truths. Each time I discovered a new truth, I would share it with everyone I met. It was important to me that others shared my passion for my truth of the moment. One by one, however, I found exceptions to each truth. At the center of each truth I discovered a paradox that I could not resolve, so I would search for a new truth to replace it. Eventually I gave up the search for “truth,” and now I seek a story or fantasy that works for me and for those around me — a myth that enlivens and inspires me.

Having a healthier, more alive, passionate, creative, and empowered life is a fantasy that I choose for myself. I, for one, believe that all of creation is sacred. I want to believe in the tooth fairy, the sandman, the Easter bunny, Santa Claus, angels, leprechauns, unicorns, and all the other magical beings that help bridge the gap between the possible and the impossible. When I look at the faces of children who believe in such magical beings, I see the sense of wonder and awe in their eyes. Identifying with these magical beings may lead, in time, to frustration and even despair, but identification with the possibilities of the unseen magic they represent is the basis for all hope, all religious story, and all healing.

I invite you to entertain the possibility that you are more powerful, loving, creative, prosperous, compassionate, and healthy than you have ever imagined. I invite you to share my personal myth that all beings are part of one community; you are not alone, and your experiences are not in vain. You do not have to live life by understanding it first. Your body is sacred, and only through fully experiencing your biology can you express spirit more fully, and live in a state of grace.

Every culture “sleeps” within its own mythology. If we wish to awaken from our sleep, we must be willing to evaluate the way we are programmed to experience the world, our circumstances, and ourselves. Then we may choose our own stories of the world we live in, and the way in which we will live in it. When we awaken from our sleep and question the stories given to us by our authority figures, we may choose to continue with those stories, or we can create new stories that work even better for us. Choosing our own stories can be a liberating, life-transforming, and empowering experience.

This book explores four categories of myths that affect our health and well-being: Social, Biomedical, Religious, and New Age. As you read the myths and reflect on their underlying assumptions, you can break through the spell imposed by these collective stories. You, as a storyteller, can put a new spin on these old stories, and replace each myth with
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