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Advance Praise for Enjoy Every Sandwich


“A remarkable and unprecedented perspective on life from a doctor living mindfully, adventurously, and even happily with cancer. Lee Lipsenthal lets it all hang out here, and his observations offer us many insights on all the important things in life. Every story, every facet of this healing journey hits home. Rich, heartfelt, and moving. A must-read.”

—Martin Rossman, M.D., author of Guided Imagery for Self-Healing and The Worry Solution




“If you want to learn to love with your whole heart, so that when you come to the end of your life you will have no regrets, Lee Lipsenthal’s gracious and caring book is for you. In revealing his own struggles, and doing so with remarkable transparency and responsibility, Lee has not just written a book that is filled with grounded inspiration and hard-earned wisdom. He has written a book that you will never forget.”

—John Robbins, author of Diet for a New America, Healthy at 100, and The New Good Life




“Faced with cancer—and knowing as a physician all too well what his odds are—Lee Lipsenthal does something extraordinary: he digs deep to find wellsprings of humor, gratitude, grit, and inspiration that all of us can use both for our own challenges and for simply living with a newfound joy.”

—Rick Hanson, Ph.D., author of Buddha’s Brain: The Practical Neuroscience of Happiness, Love, and Wisdom




“A heartfelt, inspirational memoir that radiates the hope and courage to overcome adversity. Lee is a physician who understands the necessity of becoming whole and healthy by combining spirituality and science.”

—Mitchell Gaynor, M.D., founder and president of Gaynor Integrative Oncology




“Lee Lipsenthal has written a truly beautiful and deeply personal book about living with a life-threatening illness. I highly recommend this physician’s account of his Hippocratic life journey into healing himself to all who seek healing and health.”

—Michael Lerner, president of Commonweal, cofounder of the Commonweal Cancer Help Program




“Enjoy Every Sandwich is a deeply inspiring story of a doctor’s response to news about his mortality. Dr. Lipsenthal, using narrative style, shares his engagement with the deepest and most painful of all human emotions—anxiety—and how he has managed his and his family’s response to this unexpected and premature challenge. With grace, warmth, humor, and vulnerability, this stricken author encourages and guides the reader to embrace life each moment irrespective of what may be happening. I recommend this book not only to the millions for whom it is personally relevant but for its challenge to all of us to see life as a gift and gratitude as the only appropriate attitude.”

—Harville Hendrix, Ph.D., author of Getting the Love You Want: A Guide for Couples




“Enjoy Every Sandwich by Lee Lipsenthal is a book of heartfulness and wisdom. It is an impressive blend of personal memoir, rich psychological insight, and science. I have been enriched reading it as will anyone else smart enough to do so.”

—Frederic Luskin, Ph.D., author of Forgive for Good




“This is an amazing, life-affirming, even life-changing book by a man who has learned one of the most difficult of all lessons: how to be himself. In facing the very real threat of his death with utter honesty, deep insight and wisdom, and remarkable humor, Lee Lipsenthal teaches us to appreciate the mystery and glory of our own lives.”

—James S. Gordon, M.D., author of Unstuck: Your Guide to the Seven Stage Journey out of Depression, founder and director of the Center for Mind-Body Medicine




“At once playful and profound, Enjoy Every Sandwich serves up a delicious double-decker. Lee gifts us with gracious guidelines not only for those facing death but for everyone seeking to live life to the fullest. Should be required reading for all!”

—Donald Abrams, M.D., author of Integrative Oncology, chief of Hematology/Oncology at San Francisco General Hospital




“This book should be read by every doctor and patient—it is life transforming and affirming. Lee Lipsenthal transitions from doctor to patient to true healer in telling his own journey through cancer and into the deepest acceptance and ease with dying. This is a journey each of us should embrace in our lifetime, and Lee’s book is a remarkable guide.”

—Stephan Rechtschaffen, M.D., founder of Blue Spirit Costa Rica and Omega Institute, author of Timeshifting




“Filled with wisdom, Enjoy Every Sandwich reminds us what is really important in life. Dr. Lipsenthal takes us on a journey filled with hope, fear, tough choices, and, most important, love. He reminds us of life’s essential ingredients and challenges us to awake to our full potential before it is too late. Thank you, Dr. Lipsenthal, for touching my heart and awakening my soul.”

—Mimi Guarneri, M.D., FACC, medical director and founder of Scripps Center for Integrative Medicine, author of The Heart Speaks
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who has held me every night,
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Foreword

Imagine the unthinkable: You’re a well-known, prominent physician, you have a loving wife and two beautiful kids, and you’ve made a meaningful difference in the lives of many thousands of people. Your only major unfulfilled desire is to be a rock star, and you’re working on that one, too.

In a heartbeat, your life is turned upside down: your doctor just told you that you have metastatic cancer and you probably have less than a year to live.

We all know we’re going to die one day; the mortality rate is still 100 percent, one per person. But it’s not something we think about very often unless we’ve had a brush with a life-threatening illness or know someone who has. Even then, though, the awareness of our mortality is hard to hold on to.

For example, people who have recently had a heart attack will do just about anything that their doctor or nurse recommends—change their diet, exercise, quit smoking, etc.—for about six weeks or so, and then they tend to go back to their old habits and patterns of living. Because it’s just too terrifying for most people to come to terms with their mortality.

And yet, a fundamental part of many spiritual traditions is a wonderful paradox: to the degree we can embrace our mortality rather than deny it, we can live that much more completely and joyfully. When something profoundly shakes your worldview—like finding out that you have cancer and only a year to live—it radically alters the preconceptions and paradigms of your life.

In this extraordinary book, Dr. Lee Lipsenthal shares his transformative journey with us. Deeply personal yet universal in scope, he eloquently describes how accepting death is intensely clarifying, helping us to understand, to really know in every cell, every fiber of our being, what matters and what does not; how we want to spend our precious time, doing what, and with whom. It’s not just about how to die peacefully and gracefully; more important, he describes how to live fully.

As he writes, “Being fully alive, I discovered, has nothing to do with the presence or absence of disease.” He describes how compassion and forgiveness don’t excuse or condone what another person may have done to hurt us, but it frees us from suffering—right here, right now. And when we can apply that same compassion to ourselves—shining a light in the darkness, letting go of anger and judgment—then it frees us and everyone else around us. When a person may have only a year to live, why waste any time holding on to hurts and grievances? And then we realize, “Why should we, either?”

As Quincy Jones said after surviving a ruptured aneurysm that caused bleeding into his brain many years ago, “Live each day like it’s your last, and one day you’ll be right.”

The awareness of death grounds us. It helps us to fend off the advertisements and magazines and well-meaning friends and family who say that having more and doing more is what brings lasting happiness, when we know better.

Preconceptions limit perceptions. Seeing is believing, but we often see only what we believe. Studies show that we are continually filtering our perceptions of how we believe the world is. While this helps to provide a sense of order, it also limits our experiences. Preconceptions can lead to boredom because they limit our experiences so significantly.

Great artists and scientists are able to see the world without filtering it through the veil of their preconceptions and paradigms. They literally see and experience the world in a new way, and then they can share their vision with others, helping to transform the world we experience. This is what Lee does here.

Confronting and accepting death can shatter our preconceptions and shake our beliefs to the core. This can frighten and overwhelm us, or open doors to new, more beautiful ways of living and being that allow us to experience our world anew. Sometimes both. It can even open us to remarkable experiences that don’t fit within the conventional scientific worldview, as Lee courageously shares.

I had a near-death experience when I was in college, and it changed my life. I had become profoundly depressed to the point of being actively suicidal. However, once you really come to terms with your own mortality, it’s easy to descend into nihilism: why bother, nothing matters, big deal, who cares, etc. That’s what happened to me, and it’s one of the reasons that we don’t think about our own mortality very often.

When I ultimately decided to stay alive, I made a conscious choice to live as fully as possible. Having come about as close as possible to killing myself without actually doing it—staring into the abyss—was liberating.

I decided not to rely on the advice of others on how to live my life, for doing so had almost killed me. So, it became important for me to find out for myself, which meant I was going to lead a messy life. I didn’t want to borrow wisdom; I wanted to know from my own experiences. I would try a lot of different things, make a lot of mistakes and learn from them. Then, I’d know what was true and what was not. Whatever wisdom I developed would be experienced, not borrowed. As Joseph Campbell once wrote, “I don’t have faith, I have experience.”

What helped me survive was realizing that an antidote to nihilism is to create meaning in all aspects of our lives. Making every act sacred is what enables us to more fully enjoy life, or as Lee writes, “to enjoy every sandwich.”

When I was a teenager, I thought “sacred” meant “boring”—something dry and old, gathering mold and dust. Definitely not fun.

Now I understand that “sacred” is just another way of describing what is the most special and therefore the most fun, the most meaningful, the most intimate, the most erotic, the most exciting, the most powerful, the most sensual, the most ecstatic, the most playful, and the most joyful.

Facing death, we realize that every day is precious, every moment is precious. Realizing this makes everything and everyone sacred in our lives.

Wisdom comes from having the courage to take risks and look stupid, which I have done many times, and to learn from those mistakes as well as the successes. As Lee writes, I began to understand that it’s not just how long we live but how well we live that matters most. And courage comes from realizing that we’re here for a very short time, and the biggest mistake may be to play it safe all the time because we think we have all the time in the world. As Fritz Perls, founder of Gestalt Therapy, used to say, “I don’t want to be saved, I want to be spent!”

I loved the movie Groundhog Day, in which Bill Murray keeps coming back until he gets it right. (It showed on at least a dozen planes I was on when it first came out, which made me begin to feel like I was in the movie …) And what Murray gets right is the willingness to take risks, to not stay stuck in a job he hates, to be more compassionate, to learn to play jazz piano—and to take the biggest risk of all: to open his heart fully to the character played by Andie MacDowell.

Because we can be intimate only to the degree we can be vulnerable, but when we’re vulnerable, we can get hurt. Your heart is outside your body. Yet everything else is just background music.

A fully committed relationship allows both people to feel complete trust in each other. Trust allows us to feel safe. When we feel safe, we can open our heart to the other person and be completely naked and vulnerable to them—physically, emotionally, and spiritually. When our hearts are fully open and vulnerable, we can experience profound levels of intimacy that are healing, joyful, powerful, creative, and intensely ecstatic. We can surrender to each other out of strength and wisdom, not out of fear, weakness, and submission.

In my life, I’ve had the opportunity to consult with some of the most powerful and famous people. And if fame, money, and power brought happiness, then they should be the happiest people around. But they’re often not; in some ways, it’s even more lonely when you come to the end of that myth and find that it doesn’t bring you what you thought. At least before they could tell themselves that if only they could become so successful, then they’d be happy.

That level of success tends to be very lonely; in my experience, once you’ve achieved a moderate level of success to provide your basic needs, more than that tends to isolate rather than connect. In other words, people are happy despite their success, not because of it. What brings happiness is love and intimacy. As Lee writes, “I no longer have a bucket list. I have love in my life.”

Ultimately, confronting death inevitably causes us to ask some of the most profound questions: Who am I? Why am I here? Where am I going? What lies beyond? Lee honors the unknown without providing glib answers. He writes, “What is most important to me is that these experiences filled me with questions about life’s purpose and mystery,” echoing Rainer Maria Rilke, who wrote in Letters to a Young Poet, “Have patience with everything unresolved in your heart and try to love the questions themselves.”

Death can be the ultimate isolating experience—going into a dark room by yourself forever—or the next chapter in our soul’s evolution, like going from one classroom to another, or the river returning to the ocean, becoming one with the source, Thou Art That.

What Lee leaves us with is the profound understanding that we have more choice than we may realize in how we live, and if we live this life well, the next one will take care of itself. This book is Lee’s gift to the world, love made manifest.


Dean Ornish, M.D.

Founder and President, Preventive Medicine Research Institute

Clinical Professor of Medicine, University of California, San Francisco




INTRODUCTION

Lust for Life


The fear of death follows from the fear of life.
A man who lives fully is prepared to die at any time.
—Mark Twain



We all die. This is the nature of life. At some point life ends, but this book is not about that moment. It is about what leads up to that moment. It is about healing the most basic fear all humans share: the fear of dying. It is about the life we can live only after we heal this fear and all the other fears that accompany it: the fear of pain, the fear of loss, the fear of change, the fear of not being enough, the fear of not being loved.

This book is about my journey as a doctor, researcher, and seeker and how I stumbled into a life that transcends this fear that is the root of all our other fears, this fear that causes so much physical illness and emotional disease in our world.

For many years, I was the medical director of the Ornish Program for Reversing Heart Disease. This program is based on a low-fat diet, stress management, exercise, and group support. I had the honor of helping hundreds of patients move past their fear of dying into a joy of living. I watched those people become fully alive regardless of difficult health challenges. I watched them enjoy and embrace life even while struggling to walk a few yards with intense chest pain. I watched them dance while I stood by with emergency medical equipment. These people had cured their fear of death and led full and dynamic lives. I watched them grow old and saw them play with the grandchildren they thought they would never know. Witnessing all this, I have been deeply inspired by the human drive not just to stay alive but to live fully, love well, and embrace every precious moment of their mortality.

Most people attribute the results of the Ornish Program to a low-fat vegetarian diet. The truth is that these people were not finding a new “lease on life” through broccoli. They were finding a new life by looking death in the eye and learning how to turn their way of seeing their lives upside down. They were learning how to connect with others, find inner peace, and laugh again like children. The diet might have helped their heart disease, but the yoga, meditation, and group support saved their lives. I knew this deeply, intuitively, and later statistically through my research. They began to enjoy life so much that the fear of death began to dissipate. It was a remarkable transition. They were no longer dying—they finally were living.

In a practice surrounded by patients enjoying the fullness of life, I began to see many of my medical colleagues as lifeless, struggling to get through each day. They were focusing on the mundane, the hospital politics, the insurance hassles. They were coming home to their families empty, because they had been attempting to care for everyone and anyone they could and ultimately had nothing left for the people they truly loved.

I have spent the last decades of my life helping physicians cure their own fears and step into a life of joy and balance. I have helped them learn to be with each patient in a compassionate way that serves both them and the patient. I also held their hands while they learned to reawaken the parts of their lives that feed their souls. I had the privilege of helping them find the joy of life in their living.

Along this journey, I have had the opportunity to work with the greatest physicians and healers of our time, learning something new every day. And when faced with my own mortality, I was able to call on and depend on the world’s best. But some cures require more than pills, shots, and high-tech equipment. Some cures require a radical intervention of the soul: a change in our mind-set and our way of being. These cures require us to stop racing through our busy lives, working, providing, and consuming. Some cures require that we stop and enjoy every sandwich.

I had suffered from the chronic diseases of our society: fear, stress, depression, and anxiety. This personal experience energized my work researching treatments for heart disease and creating programs to decrease physician burnout. On this path I learned that if my life was full each day, if I enjoyed the people I was with, if I consciously took time to love my family, and if I did work that fed my soul, that day would be a good day to die. Nothing more would be needed. I heard myself repeating this in my workshops and lectures, but I didn’t truly know the value and meaning of these words until the day I was diagnosed with a terminal disease. It was on that day that for the first time I knew for sure that the fear of death can be cured. I knew that we no longer have to live with this fear invading our lives in countless ways. I knew that although this fear is based in our need to survive, our other needs—to love, to seek happiness, and to embrace life—are far greater. I knew that life is not just about getting up and going to work. I became one of those patients I had so admired for all of my years in medicine: someone who was dying yet fully alive. After all, we are all dying, some sooner, some later. The real exception is to truly live.

Most important, I knew that I was not born this way. In fact, I was raised in an anxious family that feared death and feared much of life. I realized that I somehow had learned to be at ease with the inevitable: my death. As a lifelong teacher, I knew that anything that could be learned could be taught.

In October 2010, I was honored to be the opening speaker at the American Association of Family Practice annual meeting. I was given free rein to talk about anything I wanted and chose the challenging topic of facing death. It took me four months to write this one-hour talk. I was nervous and excited, but I wanted to get it right. I knew this might be the last talk of my life. I wanted to share the wisdom I had learned: that there is more to life than just managing cholesterol, exercising, and eating well, that our psychospiritual well-being is equally important. Standing in the wings of a massive auditorium, I was about to step onstage in front of four thousand of my colleagues. I was introduced, music swelled, and I was tapped on the shoulder by a “handler.” Stepping in front of the lights, I felt like a rock star (my eternal fantasy). I was ready. This was my moment.

For the next hour, I talked about my patients, my colleagues, and my family. I choked on my words because of nervousness and because my salivary glands had recently been radiated. I talked about life, death, and how all of us live in a world of our own imagination that we can barely understand.

As I finished, the audience members rose to their feet in applause. I was stunned, and tears flooded my eyes. I tried to smile, but all I could do was just stand there. Doctors are generally a rather reserved and skeptical audience. They don’t give their colleagues standing ovations. It just doesn’t happen. I was later told it was the first and only time these doctors ever had. As I left, I was surrounded by my peers—hugged, thanked, and blessed. This, for sure, had never happened at a medical convention. I smiled and cried as one by one I was held in the hearts and hands of strangers and old friends, all of whom now knew the most intimate details of my life and impending death.

I knew then that there was a story to be told. This book is a culmination of what I’ve learned. I hope it will open the door for you to embrace your humanity, accept uncertainty, and live a life of gratitude whether you are facing the end now or not. At any moment, in an instant, life as we know it can change. Our mortality waits for us, sometimes patiently, sometimes not so patiently. But it is always there, undeniable and closer than any of us wants to admit. I discovered that my end was nearer than I thought only when I bit into a simple sandwich.


Even death is not to be feared by one who has lived wisely.
—the Buddha
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