

Praise for Mind Your Body



“Nicole Sachs deeply understands the connection between trauma, the body, and chronic illness, and her transformative program can help anyone suffering from chronic pain live a better life.”

—Arianna Huffington, founder & CEO, Thrive Global

“When faced with chronic symptoms, I personally applied Nicole’s insights to unveil my path to healing. This book serves as a transformative road map, offering actionable steps that promise liberation and empowerment.”

—Gabby Bernstein, #1 New York Times bestselling author

“The work I did with Nicole has been life-changing. When three separate back surgeries didn’t resolve my pain, Nicole’s work on nervous system regulation and her explanation of the mind-body connection opened a whole new world. I went from chronic and debilitating back pain to complete freedom, on and off the court. I can’t thank her enough.”

—Michael Porter Jr., Denver Nuggets

“Nicole unmasks our people-pleasing, conflict avoidance, and ‘niceness,’ and shows us precisely how to finally properly listen … and heal.”

—Elise Loehnen, New York Times bestselling author of On Our Best Behavior and host of the podcast Pulling the Thread

“While the young mind is filled with potential, it also stores the seedlings of chronic pain. Nicole Sachs is on a mission to help us understand the brain’s power to connect emotional experiences with physical responses, so that pain becomes surmountable. Her deep conviction and crystal clarity are life-changing, literally. This is a must-read not just for people managing chronic pain but also for the healthcare providers eager to help them.”

—Cara Natterson, MD, bestselling author of The Care & Keeping of You and This Is So Awkward

“Filled with detailed accounts of how stressful events shape the pain we experience in our bodies and anxiety in our emotional landscapes, we learn how strengthening mental skills of attention, awareness, and self-compassion can transform our suffering, as we shift from merely surviving to thriving in a new life of freedom and choice.”

—Daniel Siegel, MD, author of the New York Times bestseller Aware

“Nicole Sachs has been invaluable to me during my darkest days. Her loving and tireless care helped me heal from my trauma and loss of my beloved partner. The unbearable sciatica I suffered over five years ago has never come back, thanks to the tools I learned from Nicole. It is not hyperbole when I say that she gave me my life back.”

—Ricki Lake, actor, talk show host, documentarian

“Nicole’s work helped me to fundamentally change my life, allowing a gentle and brave light onto the wounds I’d buried. This book distills all her wisdom, with insight and passion, and provides a tool kit to set you free from chronic pain and anxiety. I hope the whole world reads it.”

—Rachel Platten, Emmy Award–winning, multi-platinum recording artist

“A transformative guide for anyone seeking to understand and heal chronic pain. Sachs’s groundbreaking approach, rooted in the mind-body connection, offers not just hope, but a clear path to lasting recovery. This is essential reading for anyone ready to break free from suffering and embrace true wellness.”

—Dr. Scott Lyons, founder of The Embody Lab

“Sachs masterfully bridges the gap between emotional healing and physical well-being. With profound insights and clinical expertise, she integrates inner child work with her JournalSpeak practice, providing the tools to foster deep connections within ourselves and process our repressed emotions.”

—Frank Anderson, MD, Harvard-trained psychiatrist and author of To Be Loved
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For Lisa,

who took the whisper of a life-changing message and made it a roar





Mental pain is less dramatic than physical pain, but it is more common and also more hard to bear. The frequent attempt to conceal mental pain increases the burden: it is easier to say, “My tooth is aching” than to say, “My heart is broken.”

—C. S. Lewis, The Problem of Pain1






Foreword

I distinctly remember the first day I ever talked with Nicole. She and I were both early in our careers in Mindbody medicine, and Dr. Eric Sherman, one of Dr. John Sarno’s original psychotherapists, had suggested that we meet.

That day I happened to be in Denver, Colorado, at a somatic psychotherapy training, and Nicole and I had arranged to chat by phone. Once the training was over for the day, I drove to a coffee shop, hunkered down in a quiet corner, and called her with my brand-new iPhone.

Back then, the world of Mindbody medicine was a lonely one. There were only a few physicians and psychotherapists around the United States who were practicing under its paradigm, and no one was digitally connected in the ways we now all take for granted.

As a result, I remember my intense delight in discovering that Nicole and I spoke the same language. We swapped stories of our own healing journeys, compared notes of how we were working with our clients and patients, and realized that I had attended one of Dr. Sarno’s patient panel discussions at NYU in New York City on which Nicole was a speaker.

Most importantly, Nicole and I discussed how to collaborate effectively so that people who were experiencing chronic pain and other symptoms could benefit from both of our perspectives and skills. We started talking that day about how to take a team approach to offer the best strategies of both medicine and psychology in order to help people heal in this Mindbody way.

In those early years, a number of my patients were able to tap into Nicole’s amazing private psychotherapy practice in ways that were life-changing for them. I’ve worked with people who’d had chronic symptoms for decades, who now live their lives free of chronic pain because of the work they did with Nicole.

Since then, I’ve been honored to have a front-row seat as Nicole has expanded her offerings to go from working with one person at a time as a psychotherapist, to dozens at a time in her workshops, to hundreds at a time in her memberships, to millions at a time with her outstanding podcast and now this wonderful book you’re about to read.

Having been able to watch Nicole’s work up close over the last fifteen years, I’m so excited that you’re about to experience her expertise and passion. I know that she’s dedicated her life (or the nonparenting part of it) not only to spreading the word about this method of healing chronic symptoms but also to being the best of the best in helping people heal those symptoms.

Mind Your Body is an outstanding assemblage of Nicole’s life’s work. She makes it so easy to hear her voice and wisdom on every page as she opens you to the essential aspects of Mindbody healing and explains how to get better by employing JournalSpeak. Her energy resonates through these pages as clearly as it did that very first day we spoke—in her repeated reminders to breathe and be kind to yourself as well as in her generous offers to borrow her certainty about your healing if your own isn’t yet strong enough.

As you know, chronic pain can feel uniquely isolating, as I learned many years ago in my own pain recovery and then experienced early in my career. Having Nicole as a colleague over these decades has made the field much less lonely for me, but more importantly, having Nicole as a resource has made this passage through illness much less lonely for hundreds of my patients and millions of people around the world.

I’m so excited that you chose Nicole to help guide you along your way, and I wish you all the best on your continued journey toward healing.

—John Stracks, MD




Author’s Note

It Needs to Be Said (Right Now and by Me)

Around the globe,1 hundreds of millions of people are needlessly suffering.

We come from all socioeconomic groups, genders, religions, ethnicities, and communities. The thread that binds us is that we have been diagnosed with some manner of chronic symptom or other seemingly incurable medical condition that limits us in countless ways. Often debilitated, we live a shadow life, isolated by our pain. We might have difficulty finding success at work or in our relationships as a result of this struggle—and are much more likely to experience depression, suicidality, or a substance abuse disorder. Often we have tried a variety of different drugs, surgeries, alternative and holistic procedures, and other medical interventions hoping to find even a hint of relief. Just as often, that relief doesn’t come.

It doesn’t have to be this way.

I’ve often heard the cautionary expression tossed about when people are trying to decide whether to express something challenging, controversial, or potentially misunderstood: Does it need to be said? Does it need to be said right now? Does it need to be said by me?

In this moment, I know the answer is decidedly yes to all.

If you are struggling with chronic pain or anxiety, please know that there is another way forward. I am going to teach you to be well. It’s not just that I want to, I need to. It is imperative. The determination to do so whispers to me in the night. It pops into my mind while I’m running. It bosses me when I’m scattered and motivates me when I’m weary. Why? Because this work has created my entire life. It began by completely eliminating my chronic pain and symptoms of any kind, but that was only the very beginning. It has rebuilt my relationships. It has found and reimagined the roots of my perfectionism and codependency. It has located and healed my inner child. And, most importantly, it has allowed me to teach with the kind of presence and certainty that offers others enduring healing and personal agency. I am on my knees in reverence to the power of the tools you will learn in these pages. I am stunned daily by its stories of lives transformed. I am embarrassingly passionate in my sharing of it. I find myself, at times, despairing that I can’t wave a magic wand and transplant this knowledge into the brain of every person I know.

Carrying this message has not been an easy task. There are so many nuances that can be misunderstood or resisted. Regardless of the challenge, I persevere. I have no choice. There is a greater hand at work here. You might describe it as a spiritual path, or simply say that it would be impossible to sit on such transformative knowledge without spending a lifetime sharing it.

Either way, this is fabulous news for you, because starting at this very moment, we are in it together. Stick with me and you will be astonished at what your life can become. There is no leader or guide like the one who has walked through her own fire and then circles back to take your hand and walk you through your own. My name is Nicole Sachs, and this is what we are about to do.

For the purposes of our time together, let’s get some shared vocabulary down so we don’t have to waste energy parsing different ways to express certain key topics. To that end, when I say pain, please allow this term to hold space for any chronic symptom you are experiencing, even as it moves and morphs. This includes muscular or nerve pain (back, neck, shoulder, hip, elbow, knee, sciatica, fibromyalgia, headaches/migraines, and so on) as well as any stomach issues (irritable bowel syndrome [IBS], inflammatory bowel disease [IBD], small intestinal bacterial overgrowth [SIBO], leaky gut, bloating), flaring autoimmune symptoms, tinnitus, chronic anxiety, panic, obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD), dysthymia, and more. If you don’t see yourself in this list, don’t worry. They are just examples. In my twenty-five-year career, I have witnessed transformations from such a wide variety and complexity of symptomology that it would be impossible to inventory in its entirety.

You will learn in these discussions that most chronic conditions originate from a dysregulated nervous system. It confusedly informs the brain to send signals of pain, inflammation, muscle constriction and spasm, neuralgia, and other physical and experiential manifestations to “protect and distract” you from your overflowing repressed emotional reservoir. You will understand that we, often unconsciously and for years, have lived in long-term, sustained fight or flight. Our health is failing as a result. We will discuss all of this in exquisite detail, so don’t worry if it is initially hard to understand or believe. I’ll get you there. In the meantime, just know that I am dedicated to handing you back your life, and I will do everything in my power to do so.

We will be examining brain science, too. For the purposes of this book, I will be using the terms brain, nervous system, and amygdala somewhat interchangeably. I will also be referring to the phrase fight or flight to hold space for the entire fight/flight/freeze/fawn phenomenon. This is not to be reductive, nor to suggest that the complexity of these structures or processes is unimportant. Every word in this effort has been chosen with one, and only one, end in mind: to explain in the most digestible way the intricate and remarkable activity transpiring in your mind and body. This book is an operating manual to change your life, so let’s make it easy to follow. Trust me, it will be far less bitter a pill than the many ineffective ones you’ve taken in the past.

We are a team now—you and me. We are joined by thousands of like-minded souls who are boldly and bravely walking this path alongside us. Each chapter will end with one of their stories. As much as possible, I have kept these accounts in their own words. I want you to hear their voices. I want you to feel their energy, their despair, their awakenings, and their gratitude. This is real life in full color—theirs, and soon yours. I want you to realize that you are no longer alone in this struggle, and you don’t have to be afraid anymore.

To begin this journey, all I need from you is willingness, openness, and the intention of replacing your fear with curiosity. We will take it from there, together. I send you love, I send you confidence (borrow mine until you can cultivate your own), and I send you resolve. This may not be easy, but I know you can do it.

Yours,

Nicole




Part I



BEHIND THE SCENES IN YOUR BRAIN

LEARN AND BELIEVE: OPENING THE DOOR TO HEALING




CHAPTER 1

Mindbody Medicine Explained


I finally stopped avoiding fires long enough to let myself burn, and what I learned was that I am like that burning bush: The fire of pain won’t consume me. I can burn and burn and live. I can live on fire. I am fireproof.1

—Glennon Doyle



My trip into the fire began young. At nineteen years old, I lay on the orthopedic surgeon’s table in mind-numbing pain and fear. The X-ray glowed on the screen while my mother wrung her hands beside me. We were awaiting a second opinion to explain my symptoms. My parents had taken me home from college a week before final exams when excruciating lower back pain prevented me from even walking to the bathroom, much less finishing my semester.

“I’m in agreement,” the doctor said. “The diagnosis is spondylolisthesis, a degenerative condition of the lower spine. To avoid being in a wheelchair by forty, you will need to immediately stop several activities and accept certain realities. We will have to reevaluate what exercise looks like, and you certainly won’t be rollerblading.”

Rollerblading was a daily form of transportation that was integral to my joy and mental wellness. It was the nineties, after all. At that moment, his words directly called into question my entire sense of identity as strong, fit, and free to do as I pleased.

He went on. “It’s ill-advised to lift anything over twenty pounds or ride in a car for more than an hour. You’ll have to sleep in very specific positions to avoid pain and stabilize your back. Travel of any kind will need to be carefully considered from a risk/benefit analysis. Most importantly, you should come to terms with the fact that it’s unlikely you will carry a biological child. The weight of the baby could strain your back to the point of irreparable harm.” This last piece of news was too much to process. A life without the vibrant family I’d envisioned? Was that any life at all?

Based on what he saw on my films, the doctor explained that spinal fusion surgery was the standard protocol. But since I was young and otherwise healthy, it could wait. If I was willing to follow the strict guidelines for sleeping, travel, and exercise, I could put off the surgery as long as possible. Recovery would entail weeks of downtime and decreased mobility for life. Awash in the overwhelm of this dark prognosis, I felt that only the present seemed real. Yet what mattered most in that moment was not being addressed.

“Will the surgery eliminate my pain?” I asked in desperation. The tenor of the doctor’s energy shifted as he explained that the surgery carried no guarantee of pain cessation.

For the first time in my life I realized that though they were well-versed in reading films and reporting results—and certainly wanted to help—the doctors didn’t have solutions for what was most urgent: curing my pain. This was an inflection point for me. A quiet skepticism of their power to fix me, paired with the unimaginable vision of the future they were painting, became the seeds that would later grow into my desire to understand human pain more deeply. I needed to believe that there was a better way. I had no choice but to turn my attention to finding it.

Fast-forward thirty years: I am fifty-two years old, a mother of three almost-adults, and a barefoot beach runner. I travel the world, drive cross-country regularly to take my kids back and forth to college, and sleep any way I please. It turns out that this doctor, along with the many others who conferred over my diagnostic tests, was wrong. They saw an abnormality on a film and assumed, however understandably, that the finding was the cause of my pain. It was not.

First driven by desperation, then fueled by curiosity, I began a surprising and ultimately rewarding journey to discover all I could about the nature, cause, and treatment of pain and chronic suffering. It started with earning my undergraduate degree in psychology, followed by a master’s in clinical social work, and culminated in the practice of Mindbody medicine in association with Dr. John Sarno’s office at the Rusk Center for Rehabilitation/NYU Langone Medical Center. For over twenty years, I have been guiding people once mired in seemingly endless chronic pain, conditions, illness, and anxiety to total freedom through my private practice, podcast, retreats, and online offerings.

PAIN SEEN THROUGH A NEW LENS

For those who might not be familiar with Dr. Sarno, he was a pioneer in Mindbody medicine, a paradigm that questions long-held assumptions of the medical establishment. Simply defined, Mindbody medicine recognizes the influence that our stored trauma and repressed emotions have on the brain science behind bodily health. When an individual is experiencing a physical illness—particularly a chronic one—the Mindbody approach looks at the issue through a wider lens, seeking to understand how our physical, mental, and emotional systems are working together to keep us safe and alive.

Dr. Sarno’s model challenged the traditional Western view that pain or discomfort is directly correlated with the affected part of the body and should be treated as such. His remarkable scientific work uncovered that real physical symptoms, including chronic pain and anxiety, gastrointestinal issues, autoimmune flares, and even dermatological problems, were not always tied to pathology or structural abnormalities in the body. Rather, unprocessed trauma, psychosocial stressors, and repressed emotions, over time, could build up and trigger the brain to send signals of illness or the sensation of injury. He referred to this condition2 as tension myoneural syndrome (TMS)—and discussed its impact in his groundbreaking 1984 book, Mind over Back Pain: A Radically New Approach to the Diagnosis and Treatment of Back Pain.

Sarno defined TMS as the process that is activated when acute symptoms like tension headaches or strained muscles morph into a chronic condition or diagnosis. In the Mindbody community, you will often hear people refer to themselves as “TMSers” or exclaim, “My TMS is acting up today!” The acronym is an umbrella term under which myriad chronic conditions reside. It includes muscular pain/spasm/inflammation of all kinds, chronic anxiety, long COVID, panic disorders, IBS, sciatica, psoriasis, pelvic pain, fibromyalgia, migraines, skin disorders, the symptoms of autoimmune disease, and many, many more. This is far from an exhaustive list—which is why, as I mentioned in the Author’s Note, I will often simply refer to chronic pain or chronic conditions in our discussions. As you’ll learn, it doesn’t necessarily matter what specific symptoms you may be battling. The key is to understand that just as we look to the body when trying to explain why you are experiencing these sensations, we must also look to the brain science behind them.

Dr. Sarno posited a much broader explanation of the genesis of pain and other chronic symptoms. Instead of a direct link between the aching body part and a related physical origin or abnormality, he suggested that a person’s psychological processes and underlying nervous system dysregulation were the catalysts for chronic conditions. When seeking a reason for pain, inflammation, immune system suppression, or any of the other many manifestations of human illness and discomfort, he explained that we need to look beyond the afflicted part of the body to the origin of the pain: the brain’s attempt to protect us from difficult emotions and stored trauma.

People often laugh when I tell them that I found Dr. Sarno thanks to Rosie O’Donnell. But after my mother watched an episode of The Rosie Show where Dr. Sarno helped one of her producers, Janette Barber, overcome leg and ankle pain so severe that she had to use a motorized wheelchair, she told me to check him out. After reading Healing Back Pain,3 I was astonished when my own back pain began to abate.

I later became Dr. Sarno’s patient, open and willing to think in new and innovative ways, and grew into a student of his work, evolving his theories and practices into ones that delivered me from chronic pain to the life I live today. Over time, I also became his colleague as he referred patients into my psychotherapy practice. It was my honor to be regularly chosen to lecture beside him at NYU, and at the end of his life, our conversations turned entirely to extending his work to a growing global audience. Dr. Sarno was keenly aware that the combination of my background in psychotherapy and my personal success story in the face of a grim diagnosis brought a powerful voice to his work—one I know he was heartened would outlive him.

THE PAIN IS NOT IN YOUR HEAD

I’ve often found that clients initially misunderstand the concepts behind Mindbody medicine. The primary reason is that when people are suffering, they can misinterpret its message to mean The pain is in your head. This understandably can make ailing people quite resistant, as they’ve endured physical, often excruciating, pain and chronic symptoms that limit their lives. Additionally, because of its necessary emphasis on emotional experience, people erroneously infer that Mindbody medicine is suggesting that they are mentally unstable, making up their symptoms, or somehow to blame for them.

This is not the case.

Adding insult to injury is the negative association around the term psychosomatic, used throughout years of literature to describe how emotional and mental pain are channeled into the body. Despite the fact that scientific studies4 have proved, time and time again, that our stress and emotional experiences can influence our experience of pain, the term has come to be confused with hypochondria, which, once again, wrongly calls into question the real pain and suffering of the patient. Today, most scientists avoid the term. Instead, they refer to psychophysiological symptoms5—or physical symptoms that are the result of psychological processes.

Knowing how prevalent this confusion is, I want to emphasize from the start that the pain is not in your head, but the solution is not in altering your physical body. As I will explain throughout our time together, the genesis of most chronic conditions can be explained when you understand the way a fight-or-flight-motivated nervous system sends signals of distress to divert us from the perceived “predators” causing our suffering. You will hear me repeat this idea in many ways, as I have discovered over years of practice that this is what’s required to rewire your thinking. As soon as a profound mindset shift occurs, healing is significantly accelerated.

Let’s talk about fight or flight. There is no cure for the human condition, and pain of all varieties is part of it. As inconvenient as it is to be such deeply feeling beings, here we are. Intense emotional experiences are both the most joyful and most daunting realities of human life, and our health and happiness depend on being aware of their power. When we don’t know how to feel our “unacceptable” emotional reactions to life (shame, despair, rage, grief, and terror), we are diverted from these challenging feelings by something that our nervous systems deem safer: physical pain and anxiety. This diversion process6 launches us into the brain’s default mode when we are faced with danger: the fight-or-flight response.

You’ve likely heard of this phenomenon. The primitive parts of your brain have one vital task: keeping you alive. When you encounter a dangerous situation, the amygdala, a small almond-shaped region nestled deep in the brain, is there to help you respond in a way that will increase the likelihood of survival. It signals your adrenal glands, part of the endocrine system, to start churning out adrenaline, cortisol, and other hormones. These chemicals raise both your respiratory and heart rates,7 ensuring that your now-tensed muscles have the energy they need to make their next move. You might get only one chance to save your own skin, so you have to be ready!

Depending on the situation, you may run from the danger—flee. If there’s nowhere to go, you can stand ready for battle—fight. But while we often talk about fight or flight as if there are only two options with the power to save us, there are two other states you might inhabit when faced with perceived danger. You can freeze and hope the predator doesn’t notice you blending into the woodwork. Or you can fawn—say or do whatever comes to mind to appease the threat. Moving forward, I’ll refer to this response as simply fight or flight for brevity’s sake—but it’s important to keep in mind that the amygdala can help ready the body for a few different responses to tension or peril.

Whether your amygdala directs you8 to fight, flee, freeze, or fawn, this well-documented physiological reaction is meant to last for only a short time—just long enough to get you out of danger. But when the predator you face is the repressed emotional energy inside you, you can end up stuck in this state for the long term. This is what causes chronic symptoms—because your pain or infirmity is seen as “protection” from further damage.

Think of it this way: If you broke your ankle and kept running, you might damage your bones and ligaments to the point where you’d never walk again. A broken bone causes pain as protection, so you can slow down and take the steps to heal. The same is true for myriad chronic conditions—since your brain and nervous system interpret your rising dark and traumatic emotions as a threat to your life, they will slow you down to give you time to attend to yourself and escape. A blinding migraine slows you down pretty damn quick. So does an IBS attack or excruciating knee pain. But when you train your system to safely and systematically allow these presumably threatening emotions to rise, this ancient protective response is disabled. Consequently, the corresponding chronic issues abate. It’s the most astonishing and exhilarating experience. This is how I have guided people to full-body health for over twenty years, and what we will do here together.

YOU ALREADY BELIEVE

In my lectures and presentations, I have been surprised to discover how few people realize that they already connect the experience of acute pain to emotional triggers. For example, when I speak to rooms of hundreds of people, I often pose the question: “Who’s ever gotten a headache after a long, stressful day?” Inevitably, every hand shoots up.

Next, I pose, “Who’s run to the hospital for a CT scan of your brain, panicked it was a brain tumor?” Crickets.

“You see,” I explain to the group, “you already understand that we experience physical reactions to emotional stimuli. You believe it to be true.”

Although most people are willing to raise their hands and acknowledge a tension headache after a shitty day, a stomachache after the delivery of bad news, or a hive outbreak in a moment of panic, the connection between an emotional stimulus (stress) and a physical response (the symptom) is quickly dismissed when anything becomes chronic.

Chronic pain and illness are an epidemic born of fear and meaning. There is constant confusion about the natural defensive function enacted when the nervous system senses danger, and the brain responds by directing the body to protect itself. It makes sense that people are perplexed by this. After all, the “protection” is coming in the form of pain, a decidedly unsafe posture to most people. When properly understood, however, Mindbody medicine’s explanation of this process brings clarity. If the nervous system deems stressful emotional experiences as dangerous predators, of course you are safer home sick! People are often the primary trigger for difficult feelings, and people are everywhere.

THE EMOTIONAL RESERVOIR

The key to dealing with chronic symptoms resides in understanding that a person’s stress, repressed emotions, unresolved trauma, and smaller daily frustrations are causing nervous system dysregulation. As you are learning, this dysregulation is capable of inciting a range of symptoms that run from the most dramatic and acute syndromes to a simple fatigue for life. You can envision these suppressed emotions as being stored in an invisible container (picture a glass laboratory beaker), residing in the space between your belly button and chest. In my practice we call this the emotional reservoir. Each day as we trudge through our lives, juggling relationships, children, career concerns, money issues, and all the triggers left over from an unseen and unheard inner child, the reservoir fills little by little. Imagine a cup of liquid being poured into this space every time your kid sasses you or your boss gives you the side-eye.

When the reservoir reaches maximum density, it threatens to spill over, letting your conscious mind know about the overwhelming, out-of-control “mess” of your life. Reflexively, the nervous system switches into fight-or-flight mode. At this point, it instructs the brain to send signals to start a migraine (or a fibro flare, back zing, shoulder “pull,” pinched nerve, IBS event, etc.). Once you become totally enmeshed9 in the symptom, its inconvenience, the dread it elicits, and the self-care it requires, the brain has done its job. You are no longer in danger of feeling that unbearable weight of life. Believe it or not, this is where the primitive brain systems deem you “safe.” The triggering feelings are once again pushed down and the reservoir is temporarily calmed, as energy is expended on activities that carry a sense of control, like researching “cures” and making doctor’s appointments. This, of course, is not the recipe for a fulfilling life, but for far too long, we have not considered that there might be another way.

Repression, a known defense mechanism, is not in and of itself unhealthy. Defense mechanisms are labeled as such for a reason: They seek to defend you against that which feels impossible to survive. It would be impossible to function in day-to-day life if you had to feel the impact of every emotional trigger. But repression with no healthy outlet cannot be maintained. Eventually, the pain needs to be felt somewhere. I often say to people, “When a tree falls in the forest and there is no one there to hear it, it still makes a sound.” By this I mean that your stored trauma and unaddressed feelings bubbling underneath the surface may be hidden from your conscious view, but even if you are not listening to them, they are resonating somewhere. They are reverberating around your body as pain and anxiety like the pinball that you pull back and release, pinging from one bodily system to the next. Our rising repressed emotions are like that falling tree: Even if we don’t feel them consciously, we will experience them physically. Years of watching people completely reverse this reflexive process of “confused safety” tells me so.

Most people are stunned to realize that the nervous system could be so misguided in its effort to keep us alive, but it makes logical sense. Whereas acute back pain or an autoimmune flare can be interpreted as being “handled” by rushing to a specialist or taking a medication, daily conflict and childhood pain are perceived (consciously and unconsciously) as impossible to confront. This is why chronic issues become chronic: If you believe yourself to be in control of your health and therefore safe, your system will keep you right there.

This is why I say chronic pain and symptoms are an epidemic born of fear and meaning. You are frozen in place, unconsciously terrified to move forward and disturb the “safety” that illness has provided.

Let’s keep our perspective—it’s kind of essential that the most primitive parts of your brain, like the amygdala, are working hard to keep you vital. Here’s the catch: Whereas early humans had only predators like venomous snakes and saber-toothed tigers to contend with, modern society is a veritable onslaught of hazards. Today, they come in the form of our partners, parents, bosses, life stressors, and kids (who also, often, feel like our bosses). This is where the Mindbody dance that I’m describing enters the picture. The pain takes the place of the stressor, and you feel “in control” of your days, however miserable. Additionally, chronic states of ill health lead you to prioritize self-care behaviors that track logically with safety, like stopping to rest and asking others for support. You slow down, draw boundaries, and soften your demands on yourself. Human beings are inherently social animals with a need for community, yet modern existence draws us away from this notion with its emphasis on independence, “powering on,” and “being a warrior.” Paradoxically, chronic illness and the connection it requires bring us back to an evolutionarily safe place.

So how do we stop this cycle and take back our health and our vitality? The answer lies in rewiring the nervous system’s misguided reflex to protect us with pain and syndromes. Honed over years of clinical sessions and virtual work with people all over the world, my signature tool of JournalSpeak, paired with guided mindset management and self-affirming meditation, has consistently yielded staggering results. It may feel too simple to be true that exercises like targeted journaling and meditation could cause such remarkable shifts in physical health (it certainly did to me!), but it is unquestionably true. I hear dramatic stories daily from people formerly on total disability who are now back to work full time. Those who previously needed wheelchairs are running and hiking. Countless others with lesser hurdles are embracing fuller lives without consistently having to accommodate chronic anything. It’s an amazing feeling of freedom. Keep in mind, it may be simple, but it’s not easy. This is your work, and it will test you in ways that may surprise you. We will cover it all. Trust that the destination will be worth the journey.

JournalSpeak, as you’ll come to understand, is a vehicle for healing in the form of unbridled self-expression and inner inquiry. It is a focused and specific journaling practice that teaches you how to unearth your obscured emotions by speaking from the voice of your inner child with total permission and guidance. It is the bridge between repression and a message of total safety to the nervous system.

I created JournalSpeak out of necessity at my lowest moment. My pain had reached the point where just mentally labeling my triggers and reactions was no longer doing the trick. I needed to go further—to find a way to solidify the communication between my unconscious and conscious minds to prevent my emotional reservoir from spilling over. The process of JournalSpeak has allowed me to access unexpected hidden places—places where my own ugly thoughts and feelings were trees falling in a forest that I had previously been unable to hear. It has also allowed me to have a part in changing the lives of others, something that never fails to move me as I hear from so many of you with staggering stories of recovery.

As you will soon see, when the impolite, unthinkable truths are exhumed and safely felt, the nervous system no longer reacts by flying into protective mode and sending pain signals. The reservoir lowers, and you shift from fight or flight to rest and repair. The chronic pain, issues, anxiety, and conditions resolve, often completely. I will explain to you precisely how to unlock the cages within which these unresolved feelings sit. This allows you to walk toward joy and presence on your own power. Each of us holds the key.

“I’VE TRIED IT ALL”

Most people who’ve come to me as a psychotherapist have usually exhausted all other medical and holistic paths. They’ve seen primary care physicians, specialists, surgeons, functional medicine doctors, nutritionists, acupuncturists, and alternative practitioners of all kinds. They’ve ruled out diseases or conditions like a cancerous tumor, anemia, or an untreated infection. Some of them (like the young me) know that they have options for surgery, but (also like the young me) their doctors are offering no guarantee of pain cessation. They have yet to understand what I am sharing here: Many tests, scans, probes,10 MRIs, films, gut microbiome analyses, and other attempts at diagnosis reveal findings that, although logically connected, do not account for the physical discomfort and pain they appear to cause. They are “normal abnormalities,” as Dr. Sarno put it, and are as likely to cause distress as they are to go unnoticed for a lifetime.

I know this sounds odd. A normal abnormality? Yet as no two bodies are the same, we all have the odd anatomical quirk. And just because a test or scan shows something different doesn’t mean it’s pathological. Take bulging discs, a degenerative condition where the intervertebral disc begins to protrude from the spine. Just the name sounds painful—and like something that would “surely” be the cause of agonizing back pain. But when researchers at the Mayo Clinic reviewed11 computer tomography (CT) and magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) of more than three thousand people without back pain, they found that a significant number showed disc bulges in their scans—and the prevalence of those findings increased as people got older. A whopping thirty percent of people in their twenties showed bulging discs in their films, and that number skyrocketed to eighty-four percent for those in their eighties. Yet none of them experienced back pain. So if as you read this, you think, But my test or scan showed an abnormality! I caution you to remember that it may not be the cause of your pain. It wasn’t the cause of mine.

To be clear, I don’t propose that one can melt away a tumor using Mindbody techniques. Medical interventions are not anathema to me, nor do I ever advise against ruling out something that could require immediate attention. I am a believer in Western medicine, take my children to doctors and specialists when needed, and gratefully give them antibiotics when they have an infection. In the most heartfelt way, my biggest issue with the medical model is in the despair it has engendered in the countless people with whom I’ve worked and interacted. Far too many diagnoses and conditions are communicated as “incurable” to those who have them. Hearing “Sorry, there is nothing we can do for you. You’re just going to have to live with it” is a devastating experience, and it is far too common. Perhaps this is your experience, too.

Sometimes worse, many people with chronic pain are offered an endless cycle of strategies, supplements, new meds, and “cutting-edge” procedures that cost thousands of dollars and leave them no better for the investment. This can lead to depression and hopelessness, and understandably so. I’m not saying there’s no place for these potential innovations, but using them without doing the work to get to the root cause of suffering keeps people indefinitely trapped in the pain cycle. It’s like Whac-A-Mole with painful symptoms popping up in different places, demanding your attention. Maybe this is you as well.

Here’s the thing: When you’ve exhausted the gamut of medical tests and procedures, there comes a point when you must surrender. Human beings require a lot of trial and error before we reach true readiness for change, and, more often than not, it’s when you are on your proverbial knees that you find a path forward. The road to different is uncomfortable (you’ll hear me say this once or twice). The energy of surrender and acceptance, delivered to the nervous system, is like salve to a wound. It helps you understand that uncomfortable does not equal unsafe. As you learn how to take back your power, you shorten the length of suffering.

YOUR NEW LIFE BEGINS NOW

Once the central theories of Mindbody medicine are understood, you can more readily embrace its potent healing potential. You don’t need to be on your knees to heal; you just need to trust that there is a solution and use the tools to reach it. This book will serve as a road map, personal guide, cheerleader, and proof of possibility until your own physical health becomes your evidence. I will provide you with the same tools and counsel that have led to the cessation of my own chronic pain and that of so many others. I will demonstrate the power of these techniques through diverse human stories, illustrating how Mindbody practices can help alleviate what were once enduring symptoms. I will instruct you on how to do this work, and inspire you to keep going until you find your way to relief. I will call out the most common roadblocks that may foster resistance or slow the progress of recovery. And I will clearly outline best practices for your success: belief in the theories, consistency in the daily work, and an essential emphasis on patience and self-compassion.

Dr. Sarno and his theories of Mindbody medicine have thrown open a door that has changed the trajectory of my life. This paradigm has given me my freedom, my joy, and my three beautiful children. As a psychotherapist, teacher, podcaster, and speaker, I’ve worked to educate and inspire people around the world. And now I’m overjoyed to be here with you. This book is not about your mother, your long-suffering neighbor, or your dramatic best friend. It’s about all of us. No one is immune to the pain of the human condition, but there is a cure for chronic pain because chronic pain is an epidemic of fear and meaning. We are all the product of systems that operate in the darkness of our unconscious (and thank God—would you want to be in charge of circulating your blood?). Being aware of how they work and using Mindbody tools to neutralize perceived threats will empower you, making you self-aware and in charge of your own destiny.

Best of all, what begins as a quest to eliminate chronic symptoms will quickly reveal itself as a path to more fulfilling relationships, heightened self-worth, and a completely new lens on life. Pain is strong stimulation and gives us vital information, yet it is not inherently negative. Although daunting and distracting, pain is the biggest littlest part. It is an invitation to recognize the truths and traumas that have been awaiting your acknowledgment. This shift in perspective will come, and when it does, it will propel you into wellness and freedom unlike anything you’ve experienced before.

•


Lieke’s Recovery from Long COVID—Age 35 (The Netherlands)

I want to start with the happy ending: I am a travel journalist, a wannabe surfer, a mountain climber, and an adventurer by heart. I have my life back—living it to the fullest, surfing every wave that comes my way, and moving about the world from destination to destination without fear of illness or panic.

I tested positive for COVID at the very beginning of the pandemic. There were no experts yet, and health care in the Netherlands was only available to people who were hospitalized. Because of my age at the time and because I was able to breathe, I had to heal at home. I was visited twice in eight weeks by a doctor in a “space suit” for checkups.

Soon after the initial
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