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Our First Song

At first, we are cast out

into the wild sea

Hopeful that mom and dad won’t flee

But choose to attach us to their boats

That float and drift and drag along

Searching for land

Once ashore, we anchor in sand to mature and

yearn our shadow’s purpose

In the garden’s light

we stand

barefoot, where we toil

Scraping the sacred ground

Stuck by thorns

We mettle with nettle

Numbing the pain

We must endure

Until harvest time
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We are born surfing and designed to heal

FROM THE MOMENT WE are born we are protected and taught to protect and self-protect. We are also taught to fear water and be safe around pools, oceans, and lakes.  But, as human beings we begin our lives riding waves, then we continue the search for the perfect wave throughout life, and finally, by riding out our last breaths into the waves of another world.  On this continuum of living we strive for perfect health, surfing the waves of balance, seeking a harmonious intersection of physical, mental, and spiritual health.  Unfortunately, our first wave is one of the “rockiest,” trying to surf the intense and powerful uterine contractions out of our mothers.  Thanks to our new sense of smell and the controversial vomeronasal organ in our noses, we can hopefully attach to mother quickly after birth.  The oval shaped nerve ring of the vomeronasal organ appears to help us connect socially and sexually by receiving hormone signals from others like mama-early in life and mates-later in life.  I always get a kick out of my three-year old girl when she buries her nose in my beard and snuggles up to me.  This organ must be at work connecting baby and mama and toddler and daddy.  Medically, evidence of this is observed right after birth when the medical team works to quickly hand the mother her new baby.  I saw this firsthand during the planned C-section of my second child when the anesthesiologist put my baby daughter right up to my wife’s face immediately after birth to facilitate the mother-baby connection.  My wife bloomed with blushing cheeks of joy while first meeting her baby (while she was under the blue surgical drape chest down).  And alternately, my daughter had a chance to connect briefly with mama before having to been cleaned up in another room.

Were you a cone head or did you have perfect eyelashes?

Our first waves are so different for each of us.  Some of us come into this world with cone heads and others with perfect eyelashes.  My first wife’s labor reminded me of getting pounded by relentless overheads waves at Hanalei when the swells are pumping from the Northwest.  Her contractions were like sets of painful all-consuming waves breaking through her body.  I was amazed at how long she had to endure painful contractions of birthing, set wave after set wave.  At her side, I remember having flashbacks of being pummeled and rolled underwater like baker’s bread over the reef in Hanalei Bay, Kauai.  All I could think of was oxygen, oxygen, and more oxygen.  My respect for women increased rapidly this day as I watched her survive set after set of waves breaking through her body.  After 9 and half hours of labor my first daughter got shoehorned out of there.  She was occipital posterior or as lay people call it, “sunny-side up”.  We are all supposed to naturally body surf out face down as the smaller circumference of the front of our heads helps usher the fetus out of the mother’s canal.  And much to my surprise, my daughter was born with a large cone head and slight strawberries above her eyes. 

Ten years later my second child, similar to her older sister, didn’t want to surf out in a normal and natural fashion either.  She was stubbornly breach and big (just about ten turkey pounds) and had to be delivered by C-section.  What I remember most about her delivery, along with the wonderful gesture from our anesthesiologist, were her perfect eyelashes.  It was as if she just popped out of a bubble and blinked, “Hello world!”  What a stark contrast to my first daughter’s birth.  No strawberries, no squeezing out of a vice-script, no rapid change in fetal heart rate.  I was pleasantly surprised and simultaneously more empathetic of my first daughter’s experience.
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Surfing, Suffering, and Healing...

AS WE SURF THROUGH life, we all learn about our own suffering?  Were we born with perfect eyelashes or did we struggle to begin life?  Furthermore, what weaknesses do we currently have? Do we get reoccurring headaches? Do our joints ache? Do we battle fatigue?  How about weight problems and healthy eating?  We may even struggle with anxiety over cancer in our family.  We may worry about finding friends or doing well in school.  How about performing well at our jobs or even finding a job?  Do we have physical disabilities or learning problems? How do we relate to others? Whatever the health challenge, we all suffer one way or another. 

Growing up today in our individualistic society we may not realize the magnitude of universal physical suffering.  According to the International Journal of Methods in Psychiatric Research (2003), between 20 and 50 percent of the physical symptoms that prompt people to seek medical care go unexplained.  Across several studies internationally, no medical cause can be found.  So, based on the previous research, let’s hypothetically consider that an average of one-third of all somatic (physical complaints) go undiagnosed globally.  For those individuals where modern medicine can treat the problems and alleviate symptoms, wonderful, there is some relief.  But, what about the millions of people that don’t identify the cause of their symptoms or heal?  In addition, how about those people who do get a diagnosis, but can can’t heal with the help of modern medicine?  In the United States, research from Psychosomatics (2011), reports that 20% of doctor’s visits where pain and discomfort are the main complaints, go undiagnosed as well.  Based on these numbers, we must find a better way to heal.  

Within the 20% of patients who go undiagnosed, many struggle with chronic pain.  Many times, patients talk about life before chronic pain compared to the new state of suffering, they endure.  For me, it was before my hips hurt, I would surf all day, no problem for hours, go home, take a nap, and then play soccer for a couple hours after that.  I used to say, I know I had it in me to a great surfer (competitively, of course,) but would clash with my current world of chronic inflammation that absorbed most of my energy. While the source of chronic pain is different for everyone, it has one thing in common.  It occupies a whole lot of existential space that would otherwise be used in connecting with others and utilizing a strong sense of self.  According to The Scandinavian Journal of Caring Sciences, initiating and carrying out activities that would give the patient a sense of self and meaningfulness directed into the future is no longer possible. In other cases, connections to others and important values fade into the background, as the painful body occupies more and more existential space (J. Bullington et al., 2003).

Why do some people heal quicker than others when faced with a diagnosis?

From the time of diagnosis to the decision to face the challenge of healing is different for each person.  Patients must find meaning in the diagnosis and go on an individual journey to understand the diagnosis and what it means to their new life with a chronic condition.  For many this helps them label the problem and make it more understandable and for others, they lose a sense of their original self before the diagnosis and must re-integrate their fragmented selves they protected from facing painful life events and histories.  Some become disillusioned with the news and broken or disintegrated for some time.  Ideas, thoughts, and painful memories can become isolated in their minds. Pain can be expressed in the body as stiff muscles, joints, and other problems. Dance and music therapy have been shown to activate the body to open up to the disorientation and begin mending the fragmented pieces back together again.

If 3 out of 10 patients are struggling with physical pain and don’t know the cause, we must empower individuals to learn how to heal themselves.  Many of these cases lie at the interface of medicine and abnormal psychology where patients may be undiagnosed, misdiagnosed, or have significant anxiety about the unknown causes.  Medical doctors can refer somatic patients to mental health professionals to explore psychological problems like depression, anxiety, and stress disorders where some of the unknown causes of pain may surface and be treated.  Regardless of how a patient is treated by a medical doctor or a mental health professional (or a team of health professionals), more healing power must be activated on
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