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“Saki Santorelli’s words have the gentle strength of a bird’s wings, beating softly as they gradually bear us aloft. Brave, beautiful, and disturbing, his book reminds us of the healing that conventional Western medicine has all but forgotten. I wish it had been available when I was in medical school.”

MARK EPSTEIN, M.D., author of
Going to Pieces Without Falling Apart 




“In prose, poetry, and poignant case examples, Saki evokes for us the mutuality of the healing relationship and reclaims for medicine and all who work within it the wisdom and power of its lineage. Heal Thy Self is a clear mirror in which we can find that freedom which is at the heart of all authentic healing and through it reconsecrate ourselves to our work and to our lives.”

RACHEL NAOMI REMEN, M.D.,
author of Kitchen Table Wisdom 




“A simply beautiful book. A full body/mind/heart contact between that which is healing within and that, a bit further in, which promotes that healing. A most necessary book for any medical student or healing library.”

STEPHEN LEVINE, author of A Year to Live 




“This is a remarkable, helpful book. Its genuine and warmhearted teaching gives us a real glimpse of the path of healing. Recommended to everyone, new or old, on the path of life.”

CHARLOTTE JOKO BECK, author of Everyday Zen 




“Saki Santorelli shows the fruit of his dedicated effort in presenting mindfulness as not just the stuff of meditation retreats and stress reduction seminars. His accounts of everything from counseling a depressed woman to watching his six-year-old daughter encounter a homeless person bring the reader up against basic truths of our lives. It is honest, clear, and very helpful.”

SHARON SALZBERG, author of A Heart as Wide as the World 
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For Rachmana, Chalice, and Felice—
may we continue to unfold in the presence of one another.
For my parents, Rose and Fred—
thank you for enormous love freely given. 









Out beyond ideas of wrongdoing and rightdoing,
there is a field. I’ll meet you there. 

When the soul lies down in that grass,
the world is too full to talk about.
Ideas, language, even the phrase each other
doesn’t make any sense. 

RUMI 
Quatrain #158 from Open Secret 
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Foreword

ON THE EVE OF THE TWENTIETH anniversary of the Stress Reduction Clinic, I am moved by a profound sense of gratitude and pleasure to see this book by my longtime colleague, heart friend, and dharma brother Saki Santorelli emerge in the world, giving as it does a new, radiant, and powerful voice to the work that transpires in the clinic and to the deeper underlying principles and practices that inform and sustain it. I am speaking of the work of mindfulness in all its exquisite simplicity, its vast complexity, and its infinite ramifications of texture, tone, and potential. As you will see within these pages, mindfulness is both an inner and an outer engagement, one that is critical, I believe, to the maintaining and the furthering of what is best in us as individuals and as a society.

We have probably all had the experience of not being seen or heard by a doctor when we presented a problem or concern; of coming away feeling disregarded, unmet, and therefore unfulfilled in the encounter, regardless of the doctor’s degree of technical proficiency. At the turn of both century and millennium, medicine is coming to learn that this is no longer acceptable as a norm, and doctors are seeing more and more how a lack of full presence on their part can have deleterious consequences not only for their patients but for their own ultimate well-being as well. And when we ourselves become patients, we are now as a rule far less passive, far more informed, and far more desirous of partnership in the healing process than in past decades. Medical schools have understood this message, and doctors are currently being trained in how to be with patients, in how to listen, in how not to hide emotionally, in how to help mobilize the inner resources of their patients for learning, growing, and healing. While much progress has been made, there is still a long way to go in the rehumanizing of medicine. My hope is that this book will contribute in a major way to the furthering and deepening of this process, and will become standard reading for all medical students and health professionals in training. Saki is intimately engaged in this education through his work with medical students, beautifully captured here, and of course, in his work with the people who are referred by their medical doctors to the clinic, where they get the opportunity to participate in their own health care and healing in extraordinary and unimagined ways.

The stories in this book, taken together, have the deepest of implications for the larger world of medicine and health care and the mutual relationship between caregivers and patients and its potential to further bidirectional learning, growing, healing, and transformation in us all. The stories beg to be pondered with great care and attentiveness. That should be no problem, because Saki’s mind and voice within these pages are nothing less than electrifying, at times bordering on Old Testament prophet, at times much more embodying the respectful sensitivity of the lover or the pain and embarrassment of being trapped by one’s own inevitable limitations and fears and impulses to hide. I have personally experienced the emotional impact of this book firsthand as a reader and I have also witnessed the effect of Saki’s writing on hundreds of health professionals when he has read from his book during workshops we conduct together—at least a quarter of the audience is soon sobbing, the others sitting in stunned silence, rocked by its emotional power and its implications.

Saki speaks with a unique voice in this book. The closest I can come to describing it is to say that, even though it is prose, in its cadence, its images, and its spiritual and emotional impact, it echoes the writing of Rumi, the thirteenth-century Sufi poet and sage from whom Saki draws so freely in weaving the formative themes of this book. And yet in content and appeal, it is totally contemporary. It speaks in straightforward and commonsensical ways to what is deepest and best and most hidden in all of us by virtue of our humanness, to that which most wants to emerge into the light of day in spite of our fears and our tendency to live in our heads more than in the fullness of our entire being: mind and body, head and heart, body and soul; to that which we sometimes can only hear or see if we learn to dwell in silence and in stillness from time to time, inside and underneath the incessant activity of the mind and the body.

Heal Thy Self is a book of interwoven themes that form one seamless whole out of which emerges a clear and compelling tableau of human dignity, human suffering, human uplift, and what might be possible when the whole is held in awareness and we learn to stand within the actuality of what is. It is about meditation when life is breathed into it, and about life when meditation is breathed into it. It is about the healing relationship between people brought together for that purpose, and it is about the possibilities of a healing relationship within oneself and in one’s family, at any age, facing any condition or situation. It weaves with honesty and without inflation or romanticism the experience of our patients going through the eight-week-long stress reduction clinic program with Saki’s own experience as teacher, guide, meditator, health professional, and family member. It brings out with utter authenticity and accuracy the heart of what transpires in our patients and in ourselves as instructors as we walk this path together. This is in itself a huge accomplishment and a major contribution to the expanding understanding of what is truly meant and promised by an integrative medicine, by mind/body medicine, by a participatory medicine, and ultimately simply by good medicine.

In an earlier incarnation, this book was to be called Shattered But Still Whole, and those words convey one extremely moving thread that holds this tapestry together and makes it so compelling. Saki asks over and over again, in many different ways, “What is shattered?” and shows us in different ways that what is shattered is always our diminished view of ourselves as isolated, as separate, as inadequate, as that which so often leads us in fear to, in his words, keep “the fullness of life at bay while we negotiate our way into a safe, thin, colorless cage.” Thus this work is nothing less than an invitation to liberate ourselves from the habitual and confining prisons of our own creation, to begin to listen to the inner callings and yearnings of the heart, and to literally cook in the fires of direct experience, and in doing so, to grow ripe and savory and complete in who we actually are.

The practice of mindfulness ranges far and wide and deep within the psyche and the heart. As a liberative practice, it calls us to face and honor the root causes of our individual and collective anguish and suffering, and to observe them carefully as they work on us. For one thing, it asks us to be willing to observe what actually moves us, the root meaning of emotion, and to learn to stand inside of our feelings in ways that allow us to tap their power to teach and to heal and catalyze growth, and not simply to react and be chronically overwhelmed and imprisoned. Saki breathes life into this critically important domain with extreme skill and subtlety. Daniel Goleman describes the cornerstone of emotional intelligence as awareness in the present moment, really mindfulness. Here, Saki’s stories embody and explicate how an “affectionate attention,” a term coined by the meditation teacher and scholar Corrado Pensa, can be cultivated and brought to feeling states, however disturbing or overwhelming, with utter honesty and self-compassion, and in this way, contribute to a profound experience of freedom and the possibility of healing wounds, both old and new.

It has been my pleasure to work closely together with Saki for the past fifteen years in the Stress Reduction Clinic. Before that, he was the first intern to come through our program. In 1979, when the clinic was born, it was inevitably identified as my baby. Now, twenty years later, it is hardly a baby and it is certainly and importantly no longer “mine.” For, over the years, Saki and our other deeply dedicated instructor colleagues, under his careful and loving tutelage, have taken it as their own and assiduously honed the artistry that it relentlessly calls out of all of us. This book is ample and eloquent testament/testimony to that ownership and artistry.

We have always stressed with our instructors, which means with ourselves, that to teach in the clinic, it is essential that one teach out of one’s own meditation practice, which means, ultimately, out of one’s own unique being, intuition, and experience, coupled with a sensitivity for what is happening in the present moment and where things may need to go in one class or another. In this way, just as when different orchestras play the same piece of music or we visit a great poem on several occasions, no two trajectories through the eight-week program are ever the same, yet the curriculum is always the same. One can feel this virtuosity of wakefulness in virtually every word and every chapter of Heal Thy Self. 

As this book clearly reflects, Saki is a master teacher and mentor. His courage, his vulnerability, his honesty, his passion, his intelligence all echo that mastery. As the current director of the Stress Reduction Clinic and director of all clinical and educational programs in the Center for Mindfulness in Medicine, Health Care, and Society, his work has profoundly influenced hundreds of teachers of what we now call mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR), a movement that has grown to more than 240 programs in medical centers and clinics worldwide at the time of writing, as well as hundreds of young physicians who trained at the University of Massachusetts Medical School. I have personally learned and grown immeasurably from working with Saki, especially in coming to understand in a deeper way the value and the sacredness of vulnerability and in learning to trust the heart’s ways and its need to linger and savor key moments. His colleagues, his patients, and his students have been benefiting from his clarity, his subtle sense of humor, his keen eye, and his skill as a storyteller for years. Now the whole world will have a chance to hear within these pages this multifaceted, emotionally intelligent, supremely gentle and merciful voice in all its fullness. Listen carefully. As patient, as doctor, as health professional, as human being. It might just save your life.

Jon Kabat-Zinn, Ph.D.
Associate professor of medicine
Executive director, Center for Mindfulness in
Medicine, Health Care, and Society
Worcester, Mass.
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