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To Peter, who has healing powers
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It is easy to go down into Hell; night and day, the gates of dark Death stand wide; but to climb back again, to retrace one's steps to the upper air—there's the rub, the task.

—Virgil, poet
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INTRODUCTION

Of families, Leo Tolstoy famously observed: “happy ones are all alike, unhappy ones are unhappy in their own ways.” The same can be said of individuals: happy ones feel connected to others, unhappy ones feel alone in their suffering. Depression, heartbreak, betrayal, abuse, illness, accidents, miscarriage, rejection, career setbacks, divorce, drug and alcohol addiction, the death of loved ones, and so on are so personally devastating that those experiencing them often believe others couldn't possibly relate.

But it's not true. With more than six billion people on the planet, there's a pretty good chance that others share similar hardships. And among us are survivors—those who have endured physical and emotional pain and come out wiser. Those who managed to heal.

Healing is a collection of insights and advice from such survivors. I have trawled through interviews, articles, broadcasts, autobiographies, and speeches to find advice and insights on the healing process. Many of the people quoted in this book are well-known business leaders, actors and actresses, singers, writers, artists, and philosophers.

Included here are Steve Jobs on what he learned from his cancer diagnosis, Elton John on rebounding from drug and alcohol addiction, Hilary Swank on surviving divorce, and Bruce Willis on accepting the death of his brother. Here, too, are Gladys Knight on coping with her son's death, Patch Adams on generating hope, Kylie Minogue on beating breast cancer, Sharon Stone on surviving a near-death experience, and Eva Kor on forgiving the Nazi doctors who violated her during the Holocaust. These survivors and others have used their fame as a platform to talk about how they survived, and in some cases thrived, in the aftermath of personal tragedy.

We heal in a variety of ways: by accepting, believing, changing, connecting, coping, creating, forgiving, laughing, living, persisting, and transcending. These are the themes of this book. Many of the excerpts focus on finding a reason and purpose for your problem (“When you understand there is a purpose, then you can handle a lot of stuff.”—Rick Warren). Others offer specific remedies for mind and spirit (“No matter what you're going through, pick up a phone and call somebody at home [who's] sick, or go down to the shelter and help somebody learn to read.”—Laura Schlesinger). Many address life changes (“Remembering that you are going to die is the best way I know to avoid the trap of thinking you have something to lose. There is no reason not to follow your heart.”—Steve Jobs.) Others address the healing virtues of spirituality (“You're born. You suffer. You die. Fortunately, there's a loophole.”—Billy Graham).

My hope is that Healing will be a salve for sufferers. Use it to help distance yourself from your problem, or at least understand it better. More importantly, may the ideas and advice of these survivors remind you that suffering can be overcome. Even Tolstoy, whose characters are often the embodiment of human misery and tragedy, believed this. He wrote, “The most difficult thing of all— yet the most essential—is to love life, even when you suffer, because life is all.”

Acceptance is commonly

known as the final stage of grief (after denial, anger, bargaining, and depression). It's also the first stage of healing. Only after you've accepted your situation can you begin to recover from it. Look at it this way: The storm has passed. Your personal landscape has changed. But you're beginning to accept the new terrain, the new reality. You're beginning to heal.
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BE STRONGER THAN YOU KNOW
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In the moment, life's setbacks—sickness, death of a loved one, career setbacks, fractured relationships, and so on—may seem permanently disabling. But everyone goes through them at some point, and their lives go on, perhaps altered but not broken. People are hardwired to survive. You're tougher than you think.

One of my favorite lines from [a] book that I have always loved is, “Life is difficult from the road less traveled.” That's the first line of that book. And life is difficult. I think most people have the expectation that it's supposed to always be happy. But if you're an adult, you know that there are always valleys and mountains. And at some point, many of us will face life-challenging trials that knock us to the ground. And what I know is that it's how we pick ourselves back up, how you take that pain and you turn it into something powerful for yourself and for other people, that really matters. You are stronger than you know. —Oprah Winfrey, talk-show host
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Most people live, whether physically, intellectually or morally, in a very restricted circle of their potential being. They make use of a very small portion of their possible consciousness, and of their soul's resources in general, much like a man who, out of his whole bodily organism, should get into a habit of using and moving only his little finger. Great emergencies and crises show us how much greater our vital resources are than we had supposed.
—William James, psychologist and philosopher
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I think everybody has tragedy in their life. Everybody has hurdles in their life. Everybody has tough things to overcome. My kids say to me, “This isn't fair.” I said, “Life isn't fair.” Everybody has their issues. It's how you handle your issues that distinguishes you.…
—Maria Shriver, journalist and niece of the late President John F. Kennedy
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You need to accept your situation if you want to be empowered to change it.… Once you accept that the disease or other misfortune has become a part of your life, you can marshal your forces to eliminate or alter it. If you avoid thinking about it, deny it or feel hopeless, you cannot play a part in changing it and your life. Accepting the situation does not mean accepting someone else's prediction about what will happen to you. No one knows what your future will be.… Individuals are not statistics.

—Bernie Siegel, surgeon and writer
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People go through challenging moments of losing people and of having their life threatened from illness and real grief. But they get through it. And that's the testament to the human spirit—we are fragile, but we also are divine.

—Sheryl Crow, singer-songwriter, on recovering from breast cancer

You may surprise yourself with your ability cope to with, and eventually accept, even the most challenging situations.

Last year was a very, very difficult year for me because my daughter was very sick. She was in a coma. If you had told me the day before she fell into the coma that such a thing was going to happen, I would have killed myself. If I had known the amount of pain I would have to endure, I would have killed myself because I would have thought I would never be able to survive this thing—and I wouldn't have wanted to survive; I would have wanted to die before.

But then, one day at a time, you take it. You go through one week, and the next week; the whole year goes by. And things happen that are so horrible, and they get worse and worse. You think you are going to die at every step, but you don't die. You survive.

—Isabel Allende, writer, on coping after her daughter died of porphyria

Acceptance can be an act of courage and self-love.

I'm fine, and my hips are fine. My false knee is fine. My false hips are fine.

—Liza Minnelli, actress
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My [mastectomy] scar is beautiful. It looks like an arrow. I didn't bother rubbing things into it or having any silicone injections.… I thought of having a designer make a beautiful dress with cutouts here [points at scar] and doing a picture of me wearing it. I just want to show off my scar proudly and not be afraid of it. A really strong woman accepts the war she went through and is ennobled by her scars.

—Carly Simon, singer, on recovering from breast cancer
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Terrible things can happen to us, rape, accident, bereavement; life is precarious and full of the unexpected, but we do not have to become victims, no matter what happens. That is a choice, and one we do not have to make. If we choose to remain ourselves, full of potential, then we can take whatever happens and redeem it by openness, courage, and willingness to move on.

—Madeleine L'Engle, writer, who suffered from a serious injury in an automobile accident
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I've never tried to block out the memories of the past, even though some are painful. I don't understand people who hide from their past. Everything you live through helps to make you the person you are now.

—Sophia Loren, actress
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You cannot prevent the birds of sorrow from flying over your head, but you can prevent them from building nests in your hair.

—Chinese proverb
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LOOK FOR A PURPOSE
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It may be easier to accept a setback if you can ascribe purpose to it. If you can find reason or redemption in it, it's easier to understand and accept.

To live is to suffer, to survive is to find some meaning in the suffering.

—Roberta Flack, singer
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You can handle almost anything in life if you know there is a purpose behind it. That's the real key. When there is a purpose behind it— pain is hard to handle if you don't see any purpose in it. When you understand there is a purpose, then you can handle a lot of stuff.

—Rick Warren, minister and author
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You will not grow if you sit in a beautiful flower garden, but you will grow if you are sick, if you are in pain, if you experience losses, and if you do not put your head in the sand, but take the pain as a gift to you with a very, very specific purpose.

—Elizabeth Kubler-Ross, psychiatrist and author
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Whenever someone sorrows, I do not say, “forget it” or “it will pass” or “it could be worse”— all of which deny the integrity of the painful experience. But I say, to the contrary, “It is worse than you may allow yourself to think. Delve into the depth. Stay with the feeling. Think of it as a precious source of knowledge and guidance. Then and only then will you be ready to face it and be transformed in the process.”

—Peter Koestenbaum, philosopher and consultant
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Without pain, there would be no suffering, without suffering we would never learn from our mistakes. To make it right, pain and suffering is the key to all windows, without it, there is no way of life.

—Angelina Jolie, actress
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It's a difficult question, but it's worth asking yourself. Can you find any purpose in your pain?

Pain is meant to wake us up. People try to hide their pain. But they're wrong. Pain is something to carry, like a radio. You feel your strength in the experience of pain. It's all in how you carry it. That's what matters. Pain is a feeling. Your feelings are a part of you. Your own reality. If you feel ashamed of them, and hide them, you're letting society destroy your reality. You should stand up for your right to feel your pain.

—Jim Morrison, singer-songwriter

[image: image]

Illness, loss of loved ones, disappointment, decline, death, limitations, and imperfections startle and shake us. But they awaken us to find meaning, dignity, and significance in our lives. They open the heart to pure compassion and newfound creative energy. …Real suffering is useful. It propels us to new levels of consciousness and self-knowledge.

—Kathleen Brehony, psychologist and personal coach
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[By having polio] I developed certain survival skills. By the end of it all, I had experienced something that has served me well throughout my life. I had had to deal with the precarious-ness of our place in the world and to understand something about healing and how to endure its processes. Without that polio experience, I really think I might not have weathered so many of the changes that would follow.… When I was thirteen, my older brother died in a plane crash. And then, when I was seventeen, my father died. All of these worlds that were familiar to me as a child were dealt a series of blows.

—Mia Farrow, actress, on recovering from childhood polio
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One thing I will say is that I went to a really dark place and made it back, and I'm humbled by it and super-grateful to be where I am. I think what makes people unique are their experiences, the things we have to draw from, and as an actor I have so many amazing and beautiful things to draw from. Even though a lot of it was dark, a lot of it was great and wild and interesting.

—Balthazar Getty, actor, on overcoming drug addiction


CHOOSE YOUR FOCUS
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If you focus on suffering, that's all you'll experience. It will take over your life. You may not have control over your situation, but you can choose how you perceive it and react to it. By accepting your situation you've decided to shift your focus to other facets of your life.

Life is a train of moods like a string of beads; and as we pass through them they prove to be many colored lenses, which paint the world their own hue, and each shows us only what lies in its own focus.

—Ralph Waldo Emerson, philosopher and writer
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In the end, it just didn't work, but I would never look back on this relationship as failed. I look at it as 13 1/2 years of success.

—Hilary Swank, actress, on healing from divorce
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You are in charge of how you react to the people and events in your life. You can either give negativity power over your life or you can choose happiness instead. Take control and choose to focus on what is important in your life. Those who cannot live fully often become destroyers of life.

—Anaïs Nin, writer
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You might cry. You might even cry so much that there are no tears left, but still your grief lets you make decisions and you grow as a person. Everything depends upon how you handle it. Whether you accept your grief, your loss and your mourning or whether you try to push it away. I think you have to live it up.

—Tori Amos, singer, on recovering from a miscarriage
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It's all a matter of what you train your eyes to see, and a willingness to embrace it all: the dark and the light. I try to write from this perspective. Our hearts are broken daily. And they are mended again. The heart is meant to be broken, so that a huge tree can grow out of it. Our tears water the dry places in the heart so the tree can grow wide and wild, and with all kinds of creatures living in it.

—Rebecca Wells, actress, writer, and survivor of severe neurological Lyme disease
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In moments of discouragement, defeat, or even despair, there are always certain things to cling to. Little things usually: remembered laughter, the face of a sleeping child, a tree in the wind—in fact, any reminder of something deeply felt or dearly loved. No man is so poor as not to have many of these small candles. When they are lighted, darkness goes away—and a touch of wonder remains.

—Arthur Gordon, writer and polio survivor
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Accept your situation, then choose where and how to focus your energy.

I remember hearing a quote from [tennis champion] Arthur Ashe when he was stricken with HIV. He said, “I'm not going to sit here and say ‘Why me?’ because I wasn't saying ‘Why me?’ when I was holding up the Wimbledon trophy.… So many people get so many good things, and they don't think, ‘Why me? Why
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Not cverything that is faced can be changed,
but nothing can be changed until it is faced.
—James Baldwin, author

-
You have got to want to admit that you
have got @ problem, first ofall. Then start to
deal with why that is.

—Mary J. Blige, singer-songwriter
-

You're not going to live your life unscathed.
—Kirstie Alley, actress
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