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INTRODUCTION

Not long ago, a woman called our house. My wife answered. Someone had recommended the first edition of this book to her, the woman said, but before she committed herself to buying a copy, she wanted to learn whether I were still alive. Helen was happy to tell her she could go ahead and buy the book.

I’m still here, and the book is back. But my cancer story is longer, and so is the book.

February 1990 started me on a journey of surgery, twelve months of chemotherapy, and two years of fear and healing that produced the 1993 edition of this book.

When I finished the manuscript for the first edition, the subtitle was only Meditations for Cancer Patients. I had written primarily as a patient for other patients. But then I added And Those Who Love Them because I thought friends and family members could profit from reading how we patients feel.

I certainly did not expect to move from the first category, Cancer Patients, to the second category, Those Who Love Them. Just as I did not expect to become a patient myself, I did not expect to become the son, brother, husband, father, and grandfather of cancer patients. But that has been my journey over the last dozen years.

It all started with my own cancer, which was a total surprise. Half of health depends on your genes, and I was secure in that half. Before me there had been only two people with cancer among the two hundred relatives in four generations of McFarlands and Ponds. Both of them were well past their eightieth birthday at the first sign.

The other half of health is lifestyle, and I was okay there, too. My meals were prepared by a professional home economist, my wife. I was a long-distance runner and a third baseman. I received a lot of satisfaction from my work and a lot of love from my family and friends.

Nothing to be concerned about, right? Besides, I had no symptoms of any kind. I was almost arrogant in my health until a midnight pain “down south,” on my birthday, caused the surgeon to wheel me into the operating room at midnight to have a look. He ended up cutting out a third of my colon and a malignant tumor.

A few days later, my first oncologist said, “You’ve got it.” I had no idea what “it” was. Cancer had never occurred to me, not even as I went to surgery. Careless words from that oncologist hit me as a death sentence. I would be dead “in one to two years.”

I was thrown for a loop. My life was turned upside down. The change was so complete that I started every sentence with “Now that I have cancer,” a phrase that marked off my present days from all that had gone before. My friend Bill White, who appears in the “It’s a touching time” meditation, must have gotten tired of hearing it, because he said, “That sounds like the title of a book.” So it is.

It started out as a cancer journal. I read that the recovery rate for cancer patients who put down their thoughts and feelings in a journal is much better than for those who don’t. I wasn’t about to pass up an opportunity like that.

As I wrote, I realized it wasn’t just a journal. I was on a journey, although I wasn’t sure of the destination. I came to understand that many others are on that same journey, with similar doubts about where it will lead and where it will end. I became less and less satisfied with simply recording my own expedition. I knew I needed to say a word to and for the others who share the cancer walk. These are my reflections, but they are not mine alone. I like to think of this as a common journal for all of us who must make this trip.

So this book is in part the story of my own cancer journey and those who support me in it. It is also the story of the journeys of others, who have honored me by letting me walk a way with them and learn from them. Most importantly, it is a way of sharing the journey. We know you’ve got to walk that lonesome valley by yourself. We also know, paradoxically, that we need company on that trip. We’re alone and yet together, what my friend Linda Zimmermann once called “a sense of shared privacy.”

I have written each meditation from my own experience rather than in a generalized fashion because cancer is a very individual disease. We are not statistics, percentages, or categories; we are people. Cancer is an equal-opportunity disease, however. It strikes rich and poor, young and old, good and bad, red and yellow, black and white. In that way we all share the same road. I trust that in these meditations you will see your own story as I share mine.

We are on a journey, but it is a trip of individual steps. We need to live in the moment, and sometimes that’s all we can do. We get by one day at a time, and often only one minute at a time. It’s sometimes difficult for us even to hold a big book, let alone read one. We concentrate best in short bursts, on one idea at a time. It is hard to sort through many pages and long chapters, raw knowledge and strange new terms, to find the words we need to hear in our particular moment of need.

So this book is divided into categories that we cancer people understand: steps of the journey. There is no beginning and no end. Feel free to read the meditations in whatever order is best for you, according to which step you’re taking at the moment.

The life change that cancer forces is so huge, so overwhelming, especially if surgery, chemotherapy, or radiation adds another misery to the mix. It’s hard to get hold of, like trying to play catch with a watermelon when you’re used to a baseball. So we tend to pick up on the little changes and events of cancer. It’s easier to talk about making offerings to the big white god or how we’ll look in a wig than to consider whether chemo will actually move us toward a cure.

That’s good. We live in stories, not in abstract theories. Dealing with strange bras and stuck eyelids and bald heads will lead us on to the wider and deeper issues easily enough. The little changes break open the potential for meaning, like the little change in an eggshell at a chick’s first peck. So these meditations usually start with some mundane observation or event, such as getting sick when I see Becky, my chemo pusher, even if I see her at a theater. They start there because those are the events of our cancer journey. What they mean … well, we can consider that as we walk along together.

It was on my birthday that they cut me open and found the cancer. It was on Helen’s birthday that I began a year of chemotherapy. My veins started breaking down from the chemo, so I had to get a Groshong catheter in my chest to save the veins. (They use ports now.) They installed that on our wedding anniversary, of course. We began to dread special days. We came to understand, though, that even with—and perhaps especially with—cancer, every day is a special day.

It was on those everyday special days that I wrote these meditations. I have left them as they were then, when I first heard “that word,” when the chemotherapy made me “call Ralph on the big white phone,” when I wondered what I’d done to cause this, when I was sick and tired of being sick and tired.

My chemo is long past. I feel good. I’m officially cured. There’s a temptation to go back and rewrite the meditations of the early days and the chemo days and the down days, to give them the benefit of the long view. I’ve not yielded to that temptation, though. At each of those steps, the way it is is the way it is. When you’re there, you’re there. That’s okay.

The story did not end with my own cancer. It continued with my father, and then my mother, and then my brother, Jim, and my grandson, Joseph, and my wife, and my daughter, Mary Beth, and now my little sister, Margey. The meditations I wrote as part of their journey, as one of Those Who Love Them, are in Part II of this book. Like those in Part I, they are just as raw as when I wrote them because when you’re there, you’re there, and that’s okay.
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… I say “that word” all the time.

CANCER! THERE. I DID IT.

Some folks are actually afraid of the word itself, aren’t they? Have you noticed? They refer to your “trouble,” or your “disease,” or your “struggle.” They just can’t bring themselves to say CANCER.

I understand how they feel. I’m more than a little bit afraid of CANCER myself. That’s why I say it every time I get the chance. CANCER.

People are afraid to speak that word because they know that words have power. Tell a child often enough that he’s stupid, and he’ll believe it. Tell her that she’s bright, and she’ll believe that, too.

My friend Jim McKnight once asked me why our children turned out so well. I can’t understand why he seemed surprised that my kids weren’t odd. I told him that it was simple: We just gave them everything they wanted and bragged on them all the time. (Our children tell a somewhat different version.) I firmly believe there will be enough people in life who will cut your children down that they don’t need it from their parents, too. Brag on them; those words have power.

I know of a church on a university campus that was having trouble keeping its grass alive. The students were cutting across the churchyard on their way to class and wearing a huge path in it. They put up a sign that said “Keep off the grass.” It did no good at all. Then, however, they changed the sign to “Let it live.” The students used the sidewalk. The right word is a lever that can move the world.

When I was little, my mother taught me a little epigram to use against the neighborhood bullies: “Sticks and stones may break my bones, but words will never hurt me.” It would have worked better if the bullies hadn’t used sticks and stones as well as words. They certainly knew how to use words, though, and those hurt more than the sticks and stones. It’s infuriating to be called “yellow” by three boys who are twice as big as you are. You know that they are the true cowards because they have to gang together and pick on someone smaller. As a child, however, you can’t even find the right words so you can tell them that. You just run away.

CBS news reporter Bob Simon was a prisoner of the Iraqis for several weeks in 1991, during the first Persian Gulf War. He said that the words were worse than the beatings. “After a while,” he said, “you realize that a beating, although unpleasant and painful, will come to a stop. The terror they put into you with words, however, goes on and on.”

Sticks and stones can break your bones, but the words of terror break your spirit.

The terror of that word, CANCER, can go on and on if we don’t say it. Saying it puts it into the light and takes away so much of its power.

Sure, I’m still afraid. I could say CANCER all day long, and I’d keep on being scared. But when you speak it right out loud, CANCER isn’t very strong. It has strength only in the dark. It can break my body. There may even be times when it will break my spirit. But I know that CANCER is weak. It can’t break LOVE. There’s no way CANCER can take me away from the love of my wife and my children and grandchildren and my family and my friends and God.


Now that I have cancer, I say that word all the time.

You know the one I mean: LOVE.



… Cancer is the answer.

THAT’S WHAT A FRIEND told me when she first heard that word. “I’ve been looking for something all my life. I’ve tried booze and drugs and whatever else I could think of. I’ve been depressed for forty years. I prayed to die. Now, cancer is the answer.”

I think I know what she meant. As I sat in my hospital bed, invaded by tubes and lost in a cloud of uncertainty, I had the same feeling. Oh, that wasn’t all I felt. Anger and fear and despair and lostness and sadness and hope all called for their turn, too. But cancer was an answer. It pulled all the loose threads together. It was the pivot around which everything else whirled, like the post for a game of tetherball. No one, including me, looked for me to deal with anything else at all. That was a feeling of great relief. I could let everything loose, as a snake wiggles out of an old skin. It was all so simple—just cancer and me.

An oncologist’s careless words helped that feeling along. I understood from him that I would be dead in a year or two. I would have thought it even had he not spoken the words. In our society, we equate cancer with death. Nothing focuses the mind like a literal deadline. I didn’t like what I heard, but there were no distractions to it. Cancer was the answer; all my other concerns and worries were pushed aside, like so many unread newspapers that get tossed into the recycling bin while you’re not looking. The deck is cleared.

Unlike my friend, I’ve rarely been depressed, but I was then. Studies show that a patient’s condition deteriorates rapidly right after he or she hears the diagnosis. Depression follows that word as surely as “Wait till next year” follows a Cubs fan. Depression is literally a low place. I wanted to sink down into that low place and stay there.

There’s a seductiveness in cancer. It cleared my calendar so nicely. I could get ready to die with a clear conscience, nothing left undone because I couldn’t be expected to do anything. There’s a perverse comfort in illness. You just lie there, no expectations.

While I was still in the hospital recovering from surgery, an old college friend, Judith Unger, gave me a copy of Bernie Siegel’s Love, Medicine, & Miracles. In it he asks, “Why do you need the cancer?” In other words, to what is it the answer? My friend says she needs it in order to die, the answer to her prayer. I guess my answer is that I needed to have my life simplified to the point that I got permission to concentrate on the only important thing there is.

Cancer is a very personal disease. We must each answer that question, “Why do you need it?” When we’ve answered, however, we find it’s only the first question in a line that stretches clear over the hill. So I needed it to die, or to get clear of life’s baggage, or something else. But what now? How do I deal with it? Do I just curl up and write “The End” to my story? Do I fight it somehow? It’s just me and cancer, yes, eyeball to eyeball, like a matador and a bull in the middle of the ring, not even aware of the sun and the dust and the shouts of the crowd. But we still have to deal with each other. Who will blink first?

Cancer is the answer, but it’s another question. What’s important to me? What’s the meaning of life? How do I find love?

Like my friend, we’ve looked for love in all the wrong places—in booze and dollars and degrees and promotions and sex and power and work and thrills. We’ve filled our lives with doing. So often our deeds have erased our actual lives, our being. The question now is not “What do I do?” but “Who am I?” We answer cancer not with more activities, although learning and treatment and medication and visualization may be things we need to do.

We answer cancer with love, with simple being, with the knowledge that each life ends as it started: unbidden, naked, without knowledge of what will be. I am. I am, now, in this moment. There is no certainty in this life, only trust.

That’s what I tried to say to my friend. Yes, cancer is the answer. You needed it so you could be broken into pieces so small that you can be put back together in ways you’ve never even thought about. None of us needs death or cancer. They’re just ways of telling us that we need love.

When Moses asked God for a name, God simply replied, “I am who I am.” That’s all there is. It comes to us at sunrise and sunset, in a simple act of kindness, in a gentle human touch, in music that reaches the spirit deep within, in the knowledge that all that ever was and all that ever will be is here, right now, in this moment. We live by grace, not only in general, but moment to moment. Cancer tells me that.


Now that I have cancer, cancer is the answer.
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… A part of me is gone.

THEY TOOK OUT ONE third of my colon. I’ve lost it. I’m not whole anymore.

A lot of us are no longer whole. Cancer patients lose breasts and kidneys and thyroids and lungs and sections of livers and about any other body part we can name. In treatment we can also lose hair and bowel control and even our dinner! We’re not only unwhole, we’re “losers,” too.

Think about those common words, whole and loser. They take on different meanings when we put them in the cancer context, don’t they?

Most of the time we can disguise the fact that we aren’t whole, that we are losers. We have wigs and turbans and prostheses and body-hugging colostomy bags. They’re good things. If you lose your teeth, you get false ones. What’s wrong with doing the same thing if you lose breasts or hair? Sure, some of it’s just cosmetic, but there’s nothing wrong with looking good. Anything we can do to feel better about ourselves, let’s do it!

However, even when we’re looking our best, we know there’s something missing. Some losses can’t be replaced. I’ll never get another colon.

Jesus had something to say about this. “If your eye or your hand causes you to sin, pluck it out or cut it off and throw it away; it is better that you lose one of your members than that your whole body be thrown into hell. And if your hand causes you to sin, cut it off and throw it away” (Matthew 5:29–30).

(It’s very easy to get lost in the trees here and thus not see the forest. Are heaven and hell literal places? Did Jesus mean you should physically cut off your hand? Interesting questions, but they are trees, not the forest.)

Sin breaks relationships. Sin breaks us apart from God and our neighbors and our own true selves. Sin fragments us, makes us unwhole. Sin causes us to lose what is most important in life, the relationships through which love comes.

Ah, there are those words again: unwhole, loser.

Jesus is saying that it’s not the physical loss that makes us unwhole, that makes us losers. In fact, he says, even if something so physically important as an eye or hand makes us lose that which is most important, love, then it is good to be a loser, good to be unwhole in our physical bodies so that we can be whole in love.

The point Jesus was making (the forest rather than the trees) is that true wholeness has nothing to do with whether our bodies would make good charts for anatomy students. The one who plucks out an eye or cuts off a hand because it is breaking relationships, because it is walling us off from love, is more whole than the one who’s never lost a part but uses those parts to hurt.

My friend Max White always says, as he prays in church, “Bless those of us assembled here.” It’s a marvelous phrase. He means, of course, bless those of us who have come together in this one location from our separate places. The word assembled has an individual meaning as well. It refers to each one of us being put together, being made whole. “Bless those of us who are being put together here.”

Sin separates us. Coming together in love assembles us, puts us together.

In a strange way, I feel more assembled, more put together, since I’ve lost a part of my body than I did before. Cancer has brought me closer to God and to those who love me and to my own true self. In that sense, good health was a sin. As long as I could keep going day by day without even thinking about my health, it was also easy for me to take love for granted. Like Scarlett O’Hara, I could think about that tomorrow.


Cancer reminds us that there is no tomorrow, just as there is no yesterday. For love, there is only today.

Now that I have cancer, a part of me is missing. Ironically, I’m more whole, more a winner of love, than I’ve ever been before.



… I am learning to see myself through the eyes of love.

THOSE WHO LOVE ME have much better eyes than I. The eyes of love are always best. Love is not blind at all. Love sees with the eyes of God, not the eyes of the world. Love has remarkable clarity of vision, the scope of an eagle, free from all those floating debris spots of “reality.”

There was something about me, before cancer, that I could not love. Not all of me, but something. I must have hated it so much, to create a cancer that required my own mutilation, to demand that a part of me be cut out and thrown away. I don’t quite understand that, but somehow I feel its truth. It’s like when you have set the alarm for six in the morning, and you wake up just before the bell rings for you, even though you normally snooze steadily on until seven. The body knows.

You may not feel that way at all. I have a cancer friend who says, “I’m blameless. I didn’t do anything at all to cause this.” I believe her. She knows herself. I know myself, too.

I look at me with the eyes of reality, and what do I see? A scrawny, hairless man. Those formerly marvelous, marathoning muscles just hang on bones of unproductive and depleted marrow. The bright blue eyes are bloodshot. They peek out through tiny slits where my eyelids have glued themselves to each other. This skinny man is bent over, divided by an angry, red scar that looks like an N-gauge model railroad track. The veins beneath my skin look like jagged and jaded lightning flashes, as if I had gotten caught in a bleach storm in my Captain Marvel suit. My lips are red and puffy, like a sad circus clown. That’s the view through the eyes of reality.

Then there are the eyes of love. My wife sighs, “Every time I look at you, I fall in love all over again.” My daughters say, “Remember what good times we had when we were little girls and you lay down on the sofa after supper and we’d sit on the back of it and roll you off with our feet? You’re the best dad ever.” My teammates call to say, “Hurry back. Nobody else has the reflexes to play third base as close to the batter as you do.” A woman tells me, “I’d be dead except for the hope you gave me.” A now-grown man says, “You have no idea how important you were to all of us on campus in the sixties. You made us believe we could make a difference.” God says, “I love you just the way you are.”

Those aren’t the eyes of reality; those are the eyes of love. They see me as I want to be and yet, for them, already am.


Now that I have cancer, I can see myself through their eyes. I like seeing me through the eyes of love.



… I sing.

I ALWAYS ENJOYED SINGING, but now I sing all the time. It’s almost impossible to sing a full-throated note and be tied up by fear at the same time.

I sing all sorts of songs—hymns and ballads and pop and scat and blues and rock and folk and opera—anything that comes to mind. I make up crazy songs as I go along, too. Sometimes the words make sense, sometimes not. Sometimes they rhyme, other times not. Some have familiar tunes, but some of those I make up as well.

One of the most frustrating things for me when I first came home from the hospital was that I couldn’t sing. The tube up my nose and down my throat left me sounding like Donald Duck with a cold. I had been cut open from Los Angeles to Boston. Every muscle in my abdomen was spending all its energy just trying to get reconnected. I had no power from my diaphragm. All I could do was mouth the words.

Well, I decided, if that’s all I can do, that’s what I’ll do. Better to sing a wee, tiny song than no song at all.

Like most doors that close, this one caused another to open. Since I couldn’t sing very well, I began to compose. “Compose” isn’t quite the right word. I began to “adjust” songs.

I sing them in the bathtub mostly. That’s probably safest. While I lie in the warm water, Emmett Kelly, the clown, comes and sweeps my body clean with his spotlight broom. (If you’ve not read the meditation on commitment yet, see page 43 for more about Emmett.) He does each part, each organ, of my body. I sing to help him along. My, how that clown can sweep out cancer cells when he has a little music!

As I wash my hair, I sing, “Gonna wash that cancer right out of myself … and send it on its way.” I adjusted the spiritual “Oh, Freedom.” I sing, “No more cancer. No more cancer. No more cancer inside of me. And before I’ll be a slave, I’ll put cancer in its grave, and go home to my Lord, and be free.” To the tune of “If You’re Happy and You Know It, Clap Your Hands” I sing, “I’m glad I’m a little cake of soap. (Repeat.) I’ll slippie and I’ll slidie all over my hidie and I’ll wash the cancer off with my soap.”

Okay, so they’re pretty bad, but they’re just for Emmett and me, and they work.

I don’t mean singing works by automatically wafting cancer away on a tune. It might help, but who knows? I do know that it works by taking away the fear.

You just can’t sing and be afraid at the same time. That’s why we sing in the dark. It is also very difficult to sing and awfulize at the same time. Awfulizing is the process of imagining all the awful things that might happen to us. We spend more time at it than we realize. The less awfulizing we do, the more likely we are to get well. The immune system doesn’t like awfulizing; it does like singing.

Singing is as natural as loving. In fact, they are very closely related—two limbs from one trunk, from one root system. Together they spread out a canopy of shade.

Both those limbs get weather-beaten, however. They are besieged by frost and drought and hail and acid rain and parasites and blight. It’s a wonder they survive at all, and in some folks I guess they don’t. But their tree is rooted deep in the soil of the Spirit.

With all those blights and plights attacking them, though, what was so natural becomes unnatural. How many people refuse to sing, claim they can’t sing, give all sorts of excuses—from illness to shyness—why they mustn’t sing? We do the same with loving. We’re afraid we’ll be hurt. We have already been hurt. We’re afraid we’ll be rejected or look silly.

I suspect we can learn a lot about how we love by how we sing.

The search for healing and wholeness includes singing. You don’t have to go on stage. You don’t even have to use a recognizable tune or sing on key. Just croak out whatever words you remember or that come to you. Sing your prayers and sing away your fears. Do it in the bathroom with the water running. Sing along with Johnny Mathis or Dolly Parton or Mick Jagger.

Singing leaves no room for fear. Even if singing doesn’t cure us, it does help to heal us. That, after all, is the goal of life: not just to live a long time but to live well.


Now that I have cancer, I sing. Try it: “Happy days are here again. The cancer’s gone away again.”



… I do something each day.

IT MAY NOT SOUND like much of a goal, but three weeks after my surgery, “something every day” is a big step forward. Of course, I’ve been doing the necessities for recovering from surgery and preventing complications: deep breathing, walking the loop from my bedroom to the family room and through the living room and back down the hall again, sleeping ten hours a night plus an afternoon nap, eating a gentle four meals a day. After all those necessaries are done and I’ve read a few pages of Bernie Siegel or Greg Anderson or Joan Borysenko, something is all I have time and energy for.

By “something,” I mean making a telephone call, writing a letter, or doing the dishes. It’s not much, is it? I used to run five miles and then work ten or twelve hours without a break. I made a dozen telephone calls and wrote enough letters to make the postal service smile, saw a mob of people, and still got the dishes done and walked the dog. Now Waggs just hangs around the door with drooping tail until Helen notices that it’s walk time.

Now, however, my daily something takes more concentration and planning and discipline than all the tasks that used to race through my days put together. I know that if I choose to write one letter, it means I can’t write to anyone else. Which letter is most important? Or should I be sure today that Helen finds a clean kitchen when she returns home from a day of dealing with boisterous teenagers? When you have only one thing you can do, how do you decide which one thing it is?

Clear back in the summer of 1964, when Henry Aaron was playing for the Milwaukee Braves and John Roseboro was catching for the Dodgers, Aaron came to bat in a game between the two teams. Roseboro noticed that Aaron had the brand of the bat to the front, toward the pitcher. The brand is the place where the information about the bat—the name of the manufacturer and so on—is burned into the wood. Every sandlot baseball player knows you always bat with the brand to the back because the bat is likely to break if it and the ball connect directly on the brand.

“Hey, you’ve got the brand to the front,” said Roseboro.

Aaron looked at it, left it where it was, took his stance, and said, “I didn’t come up here to read.”

It’s no surprise that Hank Aaron is the all-time leading home run hitter. He knew what his one something was: He was up there to hit.

It’s important to concentrate on the one something I have to do, to experience it rather than just do it, to concentrate on it and feel it rather than just marking it off a list so I can go on to something else.

As I come to bat, it’s tempting to say the one thing I’m up here for is to get well, to hit the long ball, to take cancer over the wall and out of the park. I’d like that. The homer, though, is simply the end product of many little somethings: the openness of the stance, the tilt of the bat, the keenness of eye to see whether the pitch is in the strike zone, the shift of the weight, the snap of the wrists. All those little somethings put together were what made Aaron the homer champ.

My turn at bat isn’t just to get well but to do well, to concentrate on each event of the day, to pay attention to the little things, because the only way I have to love is in that one swing. My something each day now is more important than all the masses of things I used to do. Whether I live long or short, in pain or without pain, I have one thing to do each day, regardless of how many ways that one thing may be expressed. Into each letter, each phone call, each washed dish, I put the full measure of all my love. I think by doing well, I’m helping myself get well, but that’s not the point. Søren Kierkegaard wrote, “Purity of heart is to will one thing.” Whether it’s a home run or a sacrifice bunt, my turn at bat is to do one thing: to love.


Now that I have cancer, I do something each day.



… I’m learning to live with limits.

NOT THAT I DIDN’T have limits before. Before, though, my limits were pretty far out. I knew I’d never play first base for the Reds, run a marathon under three hours, or be asked to a dinner party at Sophia Loren’s house. But I could play third base for “The Fossils” in the Rocking Chair League. I could run a marathon under four hours. I was asked to dinner parties at Pat Meyerholtz’s house. Maybe I’ll play softball with the old guys again sometime. Maybe I’ll even run a marathon again, when the chemo is over and the Groshong catheter is out of my chest and I’m not tired so much of the time. Pat and Roy still invite me to their house, as do other friends. When the cold and flu season is over and my immune system is no longer depressed, maybe I’ll be able to enjoy those homemade rolls and that home-style friendship once more.

In the meantime, I can’t go to ball games, or restaurants, or other places where people and germs gather. I can’t do anything where I’ll get cut because the Coumadin has thinned my blood and I won’t heal very well. Helen has to crawl under the house to adjust the vents as the seasons change. John Mills cleans my gutters. Bill Alexander mows my yard. Ross and Paulina Hunt weed my flowers. Sometimes I feel pretty helpless. This I know, though: Every new limitation is a new challenge. When my body was young and supple, I could do with it whatever I wanted to, almost. Now, suddenly, all these restrictions. However, they are the restrictions that lead to creativity.

If Beethoven had not lived within the restrictions that musical form imposes, the creativity that produced those wonderful symphonies would never have been possible. If you don’t believe me, just listen to some of the undisciplined “music” that surrounds us today. It is not creative because it is not first disciplined. Ted Williams, Joe Morgan, and the other great baseball hitters were successful because they disciplined themselves to know when a pitch was in the strike zone, when it was a fastball and when a curve. They didn’t swing at the pitches they knew they couldn’t hit, so they hit more than most. They lived within their limitations, and they were successful.

Okay, the restrictions of cancer are not always pleasant or desirable. But they can lead to creativity. You have to learn new ways of doing, of being, of getting things done. If you can’t get the old things done, you have to learn new things to do. If I could be out playing third base or running marathons or talking with my friends, I wouldn’t be writing these words.

One of the gifts of cancer is the challenge, the challenge to live within new limitations, to have our lives renewed at the very moment we are dis-eased. After all, that is what a challenge is, being at dis-ease with what has been, so that something new can take its place.

Harry Houdini, the great escape artist, used to say, “The smaller the box, the greater the escape.”

I’m learning what it is to have a part of my body burned out to make room for the spirit to grow.


Now that I have cancer, I’m learning to live with limits.



… I make sure I know where I am.

NO ONE ELSE DOES.

That’s overstating the case a bit. My wife and children know where I am. Many of my friends do. The dog always does when she wants a snack. I’m sure God does.

But my doctor didn’t. The day after my operation, my surgeon went on vacation. That’s fine; I like for surgeons to be well rested. His partner came to see me while he was out of town. When he returned to the hospital, however, the partner stopped coming. My doctor didn’t show up, either.

I was supposed to be moving from clear liquids to full liquids to a solid diet, but they had me stuck on the clear stuff. You know, the grape juice they strain through nuclear waste to give it that special taste. I was getting light-headed and nauseous from lack of food, but the nurses said they couldn’t move me up on the food chain because the doctors had written no new orders. Finally, when I got that story one night at about 8:30, I wailed, “But the doctors couldn’t write any new orders. They haven’t been in for three days.”

“Three days? Are you sure?”

It was actually only about two and a half, but for the first time since I was wheeled into the hospital, I sensed I had the serve. I wasn’t going to lose it over twelve hours of night.

“Yes, three,” I said. “Maybe they died. Maybe their AA meeting ran long. Maybe they moved and didn’t tell anyone. Aren’t they required to give two weeks’ notice if they quit?”

I was enjoying this. I was on a roll. So was Paula, the night nurse. It was a delight to see her hustle out of the room to phone those doctors. All of a sudden I realized it: I had control!

She returned and said, “The kitchen is closed, but they said you can have whatever we’ve got, which is ice cream and graham crackers.”

“You mean I can go straight from that awful grape juice to ice cream?”

“They said you can try anything. If you keep it down, you can go home. I think they feel a little guilty. Your surgeon forgot you were here.”

That ice cream just about gagged me, but I shambled through the halls all night, willing it to stay where it was. It did. I went home.

He forgot I was there! My own surgeon, who rightly has a reputation as one of the best around, who knows my insides more intimately than anyone but God, forgot I was in the hospital! He didn’t know I was there.

I thought all I had to do was lie there, and someone would take care of me. It wouldn’t take any thought or action from me at all. Not so, I found. It’s my life. I’ve got to take care of it. I’m the only one who really knows where I am.

I guess I am in the middle 70 percent that has to be taught to take control of our own lives. There is a 15 percent group that does it automatically. They’re the aggressive type; it’s a good type to be when you are sick. There is another 15 percent that just rolls over and dies, regardless of what anyone tries to do for them. We middle 70 percent can take control, can be responsible for ourselves, but we have to learn to do it.

Now I thank God that my surgeon forgot where I was. His forgetfulness gave me a great gift, the gift of control, the responsibility for my own wellness.

We can’t just sit back and expect someone else to do it. Sure, we all need help. I couldn’t have operated on myself. I couldn’t prescribe chemo for myself. There are days I can’t do anything by myself. But I am the one who has to know where I am, and where I want to be. Otherwise, I won’t be there.


Now that I have cancer, I make sure I know where I am.



… I’m in a prison of pain.

I CAN’T COMMUNICATE ABOUT it, and I can’t admit anyone else into it. Others cannot get into my cell even if they want to. The pain is a wall between us. We might as well be in separate worlds.

The rule of ninety and ten applies. In major surgery, the patient’s life is changed 90 percent. The patient retains only 10 percent contact with his former life. Those around him are changed only 10 percent by the surgery; they retain 90 percent of their former lives—jobs, household chores, regular routines.

I can interact only with and to pain and to 10 percent of the life of those around me. Therefore, they end up ignoring me and relating to one another because it is more natural for them; they still share 90 percent with one another, only 10 percent with me. They talk about me. They talk to one another. Rarely do they talk to me.

So I have become a management problem rather than a person—to the hospital, to my family, to visitors. They see me in my pain and don’t know what to do about it. They’ve never seen me this way before. I understand, but it hurts—not just the pain, but not being a person.

When we are sick, we are overwhelmed by the illness. It becomes our only reality. It’s not that we have a clear focus and thus don’t see the rest of the world around us, like an athlete who shuts out the crowd noise as she concentrates on the point where the racket smacks the ball. It’s more like being in a thick fog, so that we have no focus at all. When you are in pain, the pain takes over. You can’t think about anything else. You can’t think at all; you can only feel.

I believe that’s why we get so spiritual at times like this, so “religious,” if you will. I know I’ve “gotten religion,” which is an especially ironic thing for me to say since I’ve spent my adult life being religious as a profession. But it’s like Peter O’Toole’s protest in the film My Favorite Year, when his character learned he would have to go on live: “But I’m not an actor; I’m a movie star!” When it comes to facing pain, none of us is anything but an amateur.

Thinking is about beliefs, doctrines, ideas—things of the head. Feeling is about pain and joy—things of the heart. Feeling is spiritual; it digs deep into the heart of a truth that cannot be spoken but only experienced. When you are in pain—the pain of surgery and cancer and being a problem instead of a person—thinking drops off and feeling takes over.

Feeling also makes us individuals, just as pain does. No one can share the pain. Nor can anyone tell us how to feel, what is right or wrong to feel. We simply feel whatever we feel, that’s all there is to it, be it despair or elation, pain or joy, fear or faith.

It is strange how pain makes us more individual. We are actually more reliant on others physically. We need their care for our bodies, their pain pills and wet cloths. But we have to become more reliant on ourselves spiritually. At the very time others are treating us more as nonpersons because we no longer share their world, at least during the time of our pain, we actually become more real as persons because we are more individual, spiritual, unique.

However, we are so used to thinking instead of feeling that it is hard for us to accept this. Our brains use up all their energy on pain, so we assume nothing significant can come of it. Most of the time we don’t even know how we feel. That’s why pain takes us over so completely: It requires us to feel instead of to think. It requires us to be spiritual persons instead of social persons.


Now that I have cancer, I’m in a prison of pain. That is also a cell of uniqueness, of feeling, of spirituality. I’m released from thought to walk in the fog and feel its soft and shifting contact. I am a unique person because the pain I feel is mine alone.


[image: ]



… It’s “no more Mr. Nice Guy.”

I DON’T WANT TO be well adjusted to the diagnosis, to my cancer. I don’t want to be a “good patient.” I don’t want my doctor and the chemo nurses and whomever else I deal with to think I’m “nice” and “cooperative.” I don’t want to be a pain, but I don’t want to have a pain, either. The well adjusted don’t survive.

The problem is, I don’t know how to be anything but nice. I’ve always been nice. I learned early that you get rewarded for being nice, or at least that you stay out of trouble that way.

I heard a story of a court case. An Amish farmer was suing for damages. It seems a car had collided with his buggy. The judge asked him why he was suing because he had told the investigating police officer at the time of the accident that he wasn’t hurt.

“Well,” said the farmer, “he went over to my horse. He said, ‘This horse is hurt,’ and he shot it. Then he went over to my dog. He said, ‘This dog is hurt,’ and he shot it. Then he came over to me and said, ‘Are you hurt?’ and I said, ‘No, sir!’”

It makes good sense, doesn’t it? If you think someone is going to shoot you if you show any hurt, any vulnerability, then you keep saying, “No, sir! Nothing wrong with me.” But there are things wrong. There are real hurts in our lives, and they don’t get better because we keep them out of sight.

There’s a line in the song “Sixteen Tons” that says “Trouble and fightin’ are my middle name.” I admire that ornery coal miner. I wish “trouble and fightin’” were my middle name. Instead, my middle name is “suppression and fear.” (I’ll never get a country–western song written about me if I can’t get a more lyrical middle name than that.)

What’s your middle name? I’ll bet it’s something like mine, because cancer patients are notorious emotion suppressers. We’re like the man who caught the porcupine under a tub. You’ve got a darn mad porcupine under there, and no idea which way it’ll come out if you don’t hold it down. So you just keep sitting on the tub.

Most of us cancer patients get so many porcupines down inside, the really prickly kind, usually without even knowing it. The porcupines don’t have any place to go, so they get together and build a tumor just to have a place to hang out.

The tumor gets cut out, or radiated, or flushed out with chemicals, but that doesn’t solve the porcupine problem. That just gets rid of the hangout. They’ll build another one if we still try to keep them under the tub, if we don’t let them leave.

I’m doing better with the porcupine problem. I cry more now. I laugh more, too. If people ask me how I feel, and I feel rotten that day, I don’t smile and say, “Oh, just fine.” I tell them I feel rotten. (One of the reasons I laugh more now is the expressions on their faces when I tell it like it is.) I see a psychologist; I read that cancer patients who do that have twice as good a survival rate. I’m learning to be honest with her about how I really feel. In fact, I’m learning to be honest with myself.

Every once in a while, I pull up a porcupine that blinks and says, “Whee! Why didn’t you let me out of there before?” We both feel better when it’s gone.

So look out, world. No more Mr. Nice Guy here. Now that I have cancer, my middle name is “getting sort of honest.” It’s still not good enough for a song, but keep listening to your radio.


Now that I have cancer, it’s “no more Mr. Nice Guy.”



… I believe in old clichés.

FORMERLY I SCORNED THEM. “When the going gets tough, the tough get going.” “Today is the first day of the rest of your life.” “I have cancer, but cancer doesn’t have me.” “No day is over if it makes a memory.” “Not everyone will be cured, but everyone can be healed.” “There’s no problem so great that God and I together can’t solve it.” “Your disability is your opportunity.”

To the uninitiated, they sound like so many bumper stickers. You can’t help but be a little cynical about people who live by such simplistic slogans, can you?

My cancer friend, Jean Cramer-Heuerman, whose wisdom and insight appear often in these meditations, used to sit beside me at meetings. Together we laughed behind our hands when someone pulled out one of the old chestnuts. We preferred long and complicated arguments that acknowledged the intricacies that really do inhabit every human situation. (See, you can tell by that sentence.) If we had a slogan, it was Oliver Wendell Holmes’s statement, “I’d give anything for the simplicity on the far side of complexity, but nothing for the simplicity on the near side of complexity.” Now, even that one takes on new meaning.

Then Jean and I got cancer at about the same time. She says that when you get cancer, suddenly there is new life in the old clichés. It’s a form of emotional recycling.

What does it take to deal with cancer? The experts tell us the answer is in four words: three Cs and an S.

The first C is challenge. You have to accept the challenge cancer gives. In other words, “When the going gets tough, the tough get going.” “There’s no problem so great that God and I together can’t solve it.” “Your disability is your opportunity.”

The second C is control. You can’t just think of yourself as a victim. In other words, “I have cancer, but cancer doesn’t have me.” “No day is over if it makes a memory.” “Cancer is not a sentence, just a word.”

The third C is commitment, or involvement: “Today is the first day of the rest of your life.” “Not everyone will be cured, but everyone can be healed.” “I believe.” “Be patient with me; God isn’t finished yet.”

The S is support: “Jesus loves me, this I know, for the Bible tells me so.” “I get by with a little help from my friends.” “God made me, and God doesn’t make junk.”

Well, there you have it. Simple, isn’t it? Just take cancer, stir in some old clichés, and you have a recipe for getting by, “one day at a time.”

What’s your favorite?


Now that I have cancer, I believe in the old clichés. When you have cancer, they are not clichés anymore, though, are they?



… Baseball is my favorite game.

MAYBE IT ALWAYS WAS. For an old guy, I still have great reflexes. I even stand in front of the mirror every day to admire my reflexes. I play the closest third base of any “hot corner” fielder in the Rocking Chair League. I’ve got the reflexes and the guts. (I’ve also got such a weak arm that I have to be halfway to first base when I field a ball or I can’t peg it over there.) Being a little stupid doesn’t hurt any, either, if you’re going to play that close.

I love basketball, too, almost as much as I love chocolate-covered graham crackers. Football is fun, if you like to see big people playing king of the hill without a hill. I get a kick out of soccer. But baseball is definitely my favorite now because time never runs out as long as you have left even one swing at the ball.

The trouble with basketball, football, soccer, and most other games is that they have time limits. When the sixty minutes or the forty minutes have ticked off, that mournful whistle blows. The game is over.

Take football. Football coaches are like oncologists who think they are realists. They pace the sidelines and say, “Only five more minutes.” When the game goes into overtime, the loser is subject to “sudden death.” Who wants to watch football and cancer at the same time?

But baseball! As the great baseball philosopher Yogi Berra once said, “It ain’t over till it’s over.” Most people think Yogi’s dike has a leak when he makes statements like that. You see, though, Yogi is thinking with a baseball mentality. It ain’t over when the time runs out. It’s only over when the last out is made. You can be down nineteen to one, but as long as you have one more swing, you know you can win. Bottom of the ninth, two out, two strikes on you, down nineteen runs, and you know it ain’t over yet!

I come from a long line of baseball players and Cincinnati Reds fans. My great-uncle, Rufus McFarland, played as a boy in Oakland City, Indiana, with Edd Roush, the Reds Hall of Famer. Edd’s twin brother, Fred, was one of my coaches when I was a kid, and Edd sometimes came out to the field to hit line drives to us. Uncle Rufus and Edd went up the minors together. A left-side infielder at five feet, three inches, Uncle Rufus figured he would be the shortest man ever to play in the major leagues. Unfortunately, no one wanted a shortstop who really was.

That’s a great heritage for a cancer patient. When I’m feeling down, I just play a little baseball. Uncle Rufus and Edd Roush and Pete Rose and Joe Morgan and Johnny Bench—all on my side, you bet! We come to bat in the bottom of the ninth and start swinging. You should see the looks of despair on the faces of the cancer team! They know, as surely as we do, that it ain’t over till it’s over. In fact, we know it ain’t over even when it’s over.

Thank you, Yogi. We’re up.


Now that I have cancer, baseball is my favorite game.



… I’m accepting the challenge.

IF YOU’VE READ THE meditation on learning to live with limits, you’ve already heard me say that I think the challenge cancer brings is one of its gifts. Any gift is just an offer until it is accepted, however. Then it becomes a gift. To be healed, we have to accept the gift of challenge.

Some people have no trouble with that at all. They’re always ready for a fight. They have to win regardless of the cost. That’s not a bad attitude when cancer comes. Cancer throws down the gauntlet, and the competitors snatch it up before it hits 
the ground.

Some folks give in and give up as quickly as the competitors jump into the fray. They hear the word cancer and just roll over. “What’s the use?” they say. “Nothing I can do will make a difference.” (If you think you’re in this group, take a look at the meditation titled “Cancer is the answer” on page 6. If you’ve already read it, it’s okay to read it again.)

Most of us are confused, though. We don’t know what to do or how to do it. Fortunately, when the fog of confusion clears a little, we can be taught. We just have to learn that it’s all right to accept the challenge.

I’ve had to learn. I like to compete in games, but cancer’s not a game. I’m not an automatic fighter, but I’m learning to take the challenge. Cancer says, “I’m betting you won’t fight.” I’m saying back, “In your face! You’ve got a battle now.”

That’s what cancer is: a challenge, a slap in the face with a white glove, a summons to a duel. Cancer has done the slapping. Now, according to the ancient rules of duels, we get to choose the weapons.

So I choose: chemotherapy at close quarters, laser swords (radiation) at three feet, my hope against cancer’s fear, my family and friends and nurses and physicians against cancer’s sneaky doubts, the God of the Eternal Present against cancer’s claim that death ends time, love against cancer’s destruction.

One of the marks of a long-term survivor is a sense of purpose in life, a new meaning for life—not in spite of the disease but because of it. Facing down cancer is itself a reason to live.

In one way, of course, a challenge is just an opportunity to fail. What if I accept the challenge but lose the battle? Well, I figure there’s no way that can happen, because the victory comes simply in taking the challenge, in not backing down. Here’s a little poem:



Love and I

looked death in the eye.

Death blinked.



That’s what always happens. Cancer and death are hollow blusterers. They have power only to cause pain and rot to the body. They can’t even touch love. The challenge is to choose love, to choose spirit, instead of giving in to fear. When we seize the challenge and shake it by the throat, we have already won.

Tom Dooley, the young medical doctor who worked in Laos in the 1950s, had a dream while in the hospital for cancer treatments. “The mountain in my dream was burned, and now they were planting the new life into the near-dead soil. There was no more self-sadness, no darkness deep inside: no gritty annoyance at anyone or anything. No anger at God for my cancer, no hostility to anyone. I was out of the fog of confusion—standing under the clear light of duty.”

Here was a man who knew he was going to die, that his days were numbered on the hands. Still, he accepted the challenge of what that meant. Such a person can never be a failure.

Frankly, if I were cancer, I’d be quaking in my boots. Old cancer picked the wrong target this time! I’m going to beat this blunderer whether I live or whether I die, because love is on my side. The only allies cancer has are doubt and fear. They don’t have a chance.


Now that I have cancer, I’m accepting the challenge.



… I get cards.

PEOPLE SEND ME ALL sorts of cards. Funny cards. Sentimental cards. Religious cards. I like to get the cards, even when I’m so weak my wife has to read them to me. Even when my hands are so swollen and sore from chemo that I can’t open them myself.

Helen taped them to the wall in my hospital room, down at the foot of the bed, where I could see them. One was huge, twelve inches by twenty-four inches. It showed a frightening nurse with a huge needle coming right toward me. I left it there because she made the real nurses and the real needles look so much better. More importantly, that wall reminded me that I had a world outside of the hospital, a world of people who prayed for me and really cared what happened to me.

My first hospital roommate kept a chain saw in bed with him. All night long he tried to start it, without success. My wife claimed he was snoring, but I still hold to the chain saw theory. When he jerked an especially explosive pull on the rope and almost got it going, I would wake up. In the dim light from the hallway I could see my cards on the wall. Even at three in the morning, those cards reminded me that someone, somewhere, in another time zone or aroused by another chain saw (or maybe the same one), was awake and praying for me.

I think the card itself is a prayer, whether the sender means it that way or not. A card says to the sick person, “I care.” After all, a prayer is just a way of saying to the universe, “I care.”

We can say that in various ways to the sick person, sometimes with words, sometimes with actions. People do things for me: bring me flowers or books, come and spend some time with me, relieve my wife so she can go out for a while, fill in for me on the job, take me to a chemo treatment. Somehow, though, that doesn’t seem enough for one we love. There aren’t enough of those little tasks to go around, anyway. We grope about for some greater way to reach out with some of our own strength, our own wholeness, our own health to the one who’s sick. We shout toward the sky, “I care about what happens to this person!”

Someone has said that when we stand before the judgment seat, the question we’ll be asked is not “Did you believe?” but “Did you care?” That’s why even nonbelievers pray for those they love.

Prayer isn’t telling God or anyone else what to do or how to do it. None of us is smart enough for that.

Monica of ancient Hippo was a religious woman. Her son, Augustine, wanted to go to Rome, because he was a playboy and interested only in his own pleasure. Rome was a happening place. Monica prayed and prayed that her son would not be allowed to make his way to the fleshpots of Rome, for she was sure he would be ruined there. Augustine went anyway. There he heard Ambrose preach, and he was converted. The playboy became the saint.

Was Monica’s prayer answered? No, not if you mean getting that for which she prayed. But her real prayer was answered. She had cried out, “I care about this boy,” and God answered, “So do I.”

With either a card or a prayer, it is difficult to know just what to say. What are the right words to one who is sick? We’re not sure, so we get a card to say it for us. What are the right words for one who is sick, to say to God, to shout to the universe? We’re not sure about that, either, so we intone or mumble or cry out our prayers—some comical, some religious, some sentimental, just like cards.

The cards and the prayers both say, “I care.”

I have so many cards that if I set them on fire, they’d keep me warm the rest of my life. That’s true with prayers, too. I’m blessed and supported by those who pray for me. I can feel those “spirit cards” in my soul.

They say that to get well you need three C words and one S word: commitment, challenge, control, and support. Maybe the S is a C, also: caring.


Now that I have cancer, I get cards.





… I’m in control.

I’M IN CONTROL OF my life, more than I’ve ever been before.

Sounds strange, doesn’t it? You don’t have much control of your life when you’re a statistic, and I’m definitely a statistic. I’m in that group that has a 70 percent chance of being dead in one to two years. When they put a percentage on you, you’re a statistic.

My wife’s favorite way of explaining me is to shake her head in what I hope is mock disgust and say, “He’s totally out of control.” It’s the funniest thing, but whenever she says that is when I’m most totally in control. I’m in my control, singing, laughing, dancing—what I want to do, affirming my life.

There are two ways that we get out of control. One is when we lose self-control, when we are driven by forces we don’t understand and we can’t harness, when we are dragged helplessly behind the wild and raging horses of the emotions. The other is when we break free from the suffocating control that the dead hand of tradition and social expectation wraps around our throat.

In our society, ironically, when we say someone is out of control, we usually mean that person is under self-control, free both from the whirlwind forces on the inside and the brick fences that surround us on the outside.

One of the worst things a sports commentator can say about a ballplayer is that she or he plays out of control. That means that either the player is trying to go beyond the limits of her ability or that he’s straying from the coach’s game plan.

When it’s down to the final minute, however, and the game is on the line, the best thing the same commentator can say is that the player stepped up and took control. There is a time when you have to go beyond your own limits, when you have to play above your head, when you dump the game plan and start creating something so unexpected that it will turn defeat into victory. You have to play out of control.

Cancer’s like that, I think. The game is there, to be won or lost, now. Those around us still want to control us, even in cancer time. They praise us if we don’t complain or admit that we hurt. They want us to be “good patients,” which means good victims. They don’t want to be bothered or embarrassed by our struggles, by our wild attempts to play out of control. They don’t think of it this way, but they’d rather see us lose the game than embarrass ourselves, and them, by trying in some unruly fashion to win.

There’s a phrase from sports that’s important to us here, though. It’s “winning ugly.” You look more like Mickey Mouse than Michael Jordan, but you get the ball through the hoop anyway. You swing more like “The Born Loser” than like Ted Williams, but you still get the hit. You don’t win pretty, but you win.

I have wondered about a seeming contradiction in the cancer literature I have read. One study shows that patients who participate in volunteer service to others recover better than those who don’t. Another study indicates that those most free about saying “no” when asked to do something for others recover better.

I think the contradiction is solved by this matter of control. If one is really a volunteer, working to help others because that is a free choice, then that person has control. On the other hand, if you are coerced or shamed into doing for others, be they family or friends or strangers, the control is taken away from you. We recover better if we have control, regardless of what that means about doing things for others.

To win the cancer battle, along with commitment, challenge, and support, we need control. That means we need both to be in control and to be out of control.

We need to be out of control—out of the control of others, out of the control of our own fears and greed for life. When we’re out of control, that’s when we’re in control.


Now that I have cancer, I’m in control.



… I’m committed.

THERE ARE PROBABLY THOSE who think I ought to be “committed,” like to an institution, but that’s not what I mean.

Support, control, challenge, and commitment, the four necessities for recovery. Commitment to self-growth and self-wellness and commitment to something beyond, some greater growth and greater wellness as well.

Commitment means action, a plan, doing something to get results. You can be in favor of something but not committed to it—democracy, for instance. I can say I’m all for democracy, but if I don’t vote, I’m not committed to it. I might think it’s a good idea to help the hungry, but until I give money or volunteer at a food pantry or lobby my congressman, I’m not really committed to easing the pangs of hunger.

To resist cancer, I have to take action against it, and it has to be my action, not someone else’s. I realize that surgery or chemotherapy or radiation is my action in a very real sense because it’s my decision. In the actual doing, however, it is the action of others—researchers and pharmacists and nurses and physicians. If I stop at only cooperating with or accepting their actions, I haven’t really made the commitment to fighting cancer.

Every day, Emmett Kelly, the sad-faced clown, comes and sweeps all the cancer cells out of my body. Remember his little broom? I call it the light broom. Actually, there was a circle of light on the floor. As Kelly swept, the electrical technician made the circle smaller and smaller, making it appear that the clown’s broom was sweeping up the light. While I’m in the bathtub, I have Emmett go through my whole body, sweeping with his little circle of light. (If you’ve read the meditation on singing on page 15, you’ll remember that visualization and music can work together nicely.) By the time he’s done, all the cancer cells are gone. That visualization is something I do that no one else can do for me.

We are really committed when we take the actions that are available to us alone: visualization, meditation, biofeedback, attending healing services, talking to ourselves, learning more about our disease and treatment so we have better control, body monitoring, prayer, giving ourselves the right messages for health, eating correctly, exercising, avoiding tobacco and alcohol, finding occasions for laughter each day, reducing stress, laying healing hands on our own bodies.

Not all of these are for everyone. However, the more of them that we can do for ourselves, the greater our own sense of commitment, and the better we then feel about ourselves. That in turn increases the peace and reduces the stress in our bodies, giving our healing agents room to work.

Research was done on women having breast biopsies. The group that reacted best was those whose first action and attitude were prayer. Faith, whether religious or otherwise, provides control. The faith of these women gave them control, which allowed them to make the commitment to action in prayer. That action reduced the level of stress hormones.

Another way the stress hormones are reduced is involvement with helping others—in a support group, in volunteer work, in someone’s personal care. The way to health is not only commitment to doing the things that get me well but commitment to action that makes healthy the society and environment around me.

Commitment is determination and action stuck together, like peanut butter and bread. It is both seeing the goal and kicking the ball toward it.

I used to run with a young woman who liked everything about running—except running. She was great at talking about it, reading running magazines, buying running clothes and shoes, stretching out. When it came to hitting the road, though, she didn’t really want to do it. She liked the idea, but she wasn’t committed.

Getting well takes commitment, which isn’t easy. It surely is rewarding, though!


Now that I have cancer, I’m committed.



… I am whole.

AT LEAST, I AM more whole than I’ve been before.

On the face (or the colon) of it, that sounds silly. Hole looks more accurate than whole. After all, a part of me is missing. Strangely, now I am more whole.

Connectedness is the key to wellness: connectedness to others, to one’s own self, to purpose. In other words, wholeness—putting it all together.

The less connected we are, the less together, the less whole and well we are. All the parts of us that are not integrated into the whole have more chance of getting sick because they’re out there by themselves, with no support, no surrounding buttresses of love and solidarity.

There’s a story about a man who fell into the river. An old sailor rowed out to him. Just as the man was about to go under, the sailor grabbed his arm. But it was an artificial arm and came off in the sailor’s hands. The man went under again, but when he came up, the sailor grabbed his hair. Unfortunately, the man wore a wig, and it, too, came off in his hands. When the man rose yet again, the old salt grabbed his clothes and shouted, “How can I save you if you won’t stick together?”

We’ve got to stick together if we want to get well. That means we integrate mind, body, and spirit. The best mark of a long-term survivor is the integration—into wholeness—of love and attitude and looking for purpose and exercise and diet and spirituality and laughter and appreciation for life and relationships and self-love and seeing new options and learning new ways.

We don’t have to have all these in place when we start. They are all approaches that can be learned. Wellness often is a matter of finding new options, seeing in ways we haven’t been trained to see. Working hard at learning and integration does the immune system more good than any other therapy.

Cancer is a spiritual disease because it requires us to face the dilemma of fragmentation and wholeness. In our culture we are used to the adversarial system, whether it is lawyer versus lawyer in the justice system, cop versus criminal on the streets, cowboy versus Indian in the movies, man versus woman in marriage, team versus team on the athletic field, management versus labor in the workplace. There must be a loser for each winner. Someone has to be “number one,” and that’s the only number that counts.

In trying to beat cancer, however, I am competing against myself. Cancer is a part of me, so if I win, I also lose. Getting whole, getting well, has to do with oneness. It’s not a matter of right or wrong, victory or defeat, not even life or death. It is life versus nonlife. If I experience wholeness in life, death is not a defeat. If I experience fragmentation in life, then life is not a victory.

The goal, the sense of purpose, is not so much getting cured, beating the cancer, continuing to live. The goal is wholeness itself, being a full and complete person. That is adequate purpose. In fact, it is the only worthy purpose of life. I don’t have to make some great achievement, do some mighty work, to justify my existence. Being a whole person is the purpose for our being.

There is no single road to wellness. Getting well and being well is taking an interlocking network of highways that lead to the one, central junction of wholeness.

Cure is an end result concept. Wellness, health, healing, wholeness—these are process, each-moment-at-a-time concepts. I don’t just want to be cured, to reach the end of one road. I want to be whole for each moment of all my life, whether my days are few or many.

Sickness, especially from cancer, often produces spirituality. One reason is because we are taught visualization, meditation, and prayer as methods for increasing our body’s healing agents, enhancing our immune system. I think there’s something spiritual about cancer itself, though. It’s a challenge to wholeness, to the integration of love. If we take the challenge of cancer, we almost have to face our fragmentation and begin to pull together the scattered pieces of our selves.


Now that I have cancer, I am whole.



… I’ve got an attitude.

THEY SAY YOU HAVE a better chance if you have a good attitude. I’m not sure about that. I suspect the most important thing is just to have an attitude. Your own attitude. Period.

There is a man in my support group. His name is Jim. He’s had cancer twice. They told him the first time he wouldn’t live a year. The second time he lost a lung. He’s convinced he’ll get it a third time—if he lives that long. He’s been going around with a bad attitude for five years. He’s proud of it.

“They say you’ve got to have a good attitude. Ridiculous! I’ve got the worst attitude there is, and I’m still here!”

Jim really grooves on “havin’ a ’tude,” as the saying goes. He doesn’t feel the need for any “attitude adjustment,” either. He’s baaaaad, and he’s glaaaaad!

Jim doesn’t have what anyone could describe as a good attitude, but he has a great attitude for dealing with cancer. He’s so proud of living with a bad one that he keeps on going just to prove it can be done. It gives him a reason to keep fighting. He’s got a cause. He’s accepted the challenge. He’s made the commitment. He’s out to prove you don’t have to have a good attitude to deal with cancer, which is a good attitude to take. He’ll do it even if it means he has to live.

What we really need is a cancer attitude, not a good attitude. “Anything that works,” that’s the cancer motto. Cancer is a very personal disease. Each of us must deal with it in his or her own best way.

Bernie Siegel says he can always tell when a patient is going to get well. It’s when a nurse or another physician has marked “Bad Attitude” on the chart. It means the patient is taking responsibility. In other words, the patient is not being “cooperative,” isn’t doing what makes life easier for the nurses, technicians, and physicians.

I’m very open about having cancer, and about my treatment, and about my pains, and about, well, just everything about the disease. That’s difficult for some people. It scares them. They don’t even want to hear the word, let alone hear about what it’s like.

One man told me about his friend, Dan.

“Dan got cancer,” he said, “but he never talked about it. Why, you’d never even know he had it. He just went right on with life as usual.”

“He sounds like a good man,” I said. “I’d like to meet him.”

“Uh, well, you can’t. He’s dead, but you’d never know he had it, right up to the day he died.”

With no blame on Dan, he’s not a good model for me. I don’t want to be like him. He’s dead.

How many times have you heard an ill person, whether with cancer or arthritis or another debilitating disease, extolled in words like these: “Oh, she never complains. Even when she’s feeling her worst, if you ask her how she is, she always smiles and replies, ‘Just fine.’”

I’m not going to argue with those folks. Like I said, it’s a personal disease. Each of us has to take the attitude we think is best for us. If you say “I’m just fine” when you’re hurting, that’s just fine, as long as it’s your decision, your real attitude. But is it your decision? Is it your attitude, or is it the attitude someone else has decided you ought to take?

I admire folks who do the best they can with what they’ve got, even if it’s not much. There’s a way in which each of us ought to be able to say “Just fine,” regardless of how much we’re hurting. “Just fine” is a relative term. My condition might not be acceptable for you, but it’s “just fine” for me.

That is for me to decide for me—and for you to decide for you. The best attitude is the one that is true and genuine, the one that really is mine, the one that really is yours—not the one that is the most convenient and nonthreatening for others.


Now that I have cancer, I’ve got an attitude, and it’s mine.




End of sample
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