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Reclaming the Soul inHeaing






BERNIESIEGEL
Undestand Why

he experienced in Russia, which ledhimto come to thiscountry.

He said the Cossacks would pursue himat night, when he was
out teaching, andslash him with their sabers. One night hew ason the hill
above his village with his rabbi, the Baal Shem Tov. A sthey looked down
they could see the Cossacksriding down and killing their ewish brethren.
They mighthave felt the same had they seen their loved ones being taken
away to become slavesin aforeign land.

My great grandfather heard the rabbi say, “1 wish | were God.”

Heasked,"“Do you wanttobe God so you can change thebad intothe
good?”

“No, | wouldn’t change anything. | want to be God so | can understand.”

IVI any years ago my grea-grandfather told me of the persecution

Remember, our present problems are not new to humankind. Ninety
percent of the natives of South America died w hen the explorersbrought
infectious diseases to their continent. Forty percent of Europeans ded
during plaguesin the middle ages Man-made wars and holocaustshave
taken millionsof lives and with today’s destructive weaponswe are more
of athreatto each other than areinfectiousdiseases, which we can learn
toresist. The question isnot, “ Will there be difficulties andthreats to our
exigence?' but rather “How will we deal with them and what can we
learn from them?” How can they become blessings to sodiety, as a life-
threatening disease isto an individual, by teaching usabout the meaning
of our life and existence?

BernieS geisalegendary figurein modem medicine. Asacancersurgeon, in1978
heoriginated Exceptional Cancer Patients, aform of group therapy that utilized
patients drawings, dreas, i mages and feelingsto fecilita elifestyle changeand per-
sond empowerment. Hisbest-selling book Love, Medicineand Miracles (Bantam, 1986)
detailed thoseex periences. Heliv eswith his wife and co-worker Bobbiein Connecticut,
surrounded by children, grandchildren (8 & last count), animals and pr ojects, ashe con-
tinueshis god of humanizing medical elucation and care.His nmost recent bookis
Presariptionsfor Living (1998). Photograph courtesy of Barry Bittman, MD.
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When | was ayoung boy several of my friends became seriously ill.
Another friend was hit by a car w hile bicycling to my house When each
of them died, | asked my father, “Why did God make aw orld where ter-
rible thingshappen?Why didn’t God make aw orld free of diseases, acci-
dentsand problens?”

He said, “To learn lessons.” | didn't like that answer and asked my
rabbi, teacher and others. They said things like, “God knows’; “Why
not?”; “Who knows?'; “That slife,” or, “To bring you doser to God”
Some were honest enough to justsay, “I don't know.” This didn't leave

-§- me feeling satified or enlightened. When | told my
The question is not, mother what they sad, she answered, “Nature con-
“Will there be diffi - tains the wisdom you seek. Perhaps a walk in the

culties and threats to . woods would help you to find out why. Go and ask
our existence?” but the old lady on the hill that some call a witch. She is

rather “How will we wise in the ways of theworld
deal with them and

what can we learn Asl walked up thehill | saw aholly tree had fall-
from them?” enonto thepath. As| tried to pull it aside, the sharp
-§- leavescut my hands. So | put on gloves andw asable

to moveit and clear the path. A littlefurther along the pah, | heard anoise
in the bushes, and saw aduck caught in the plasticfromasix-pack.| went
over and freed the duck, and watched him fly off. None of this seemed
enlightening.

Further up thehill, | saw fiveboyslying inatangled heap in the snow.
| asked them if they were playing a game, and warned them the cold
weather could lead to frogbite if they didn't move. They said they were
not playing, but were so tangled they did n't know which part belonged to
whom. They were afraid they'd break something if they moved. |
removed one of theboy’s shoes, took a stick and jabbed it into hisfoot.

He yelled, “Ow "

| said,“ That'syour foot—now moveit.” | continued to jabuntil all the
boys w ere separated—nbut still no enlightenment.

As | reached the top of the hill | saw, in front of the old woman’s
cabin, adeer sprawled on the ice of a frozen pond. She kept slipping and
slidingand couldn't stand up. | went out, calmed her, and then helped her
off theice by holding her up and guiding her to the shore. | expected her
to run away, but insteadof running away she,and sveral other deer, fol-
lowed me to the house.| wasn't surewhy they werefollowing meso | ran
towards the house. When | reached the porch and fdt safe. | turned and
thedeer and | looked into each other’s eyes. Then | went into the house

| told thewoman why | had come and she said, “| have been wat ch-
ing you walk up the hill and I think you have your answer.”

“What ansv e ?” | asked.
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UNDERIAND WHY Bernie Siegel

“Many things happened on your walk to teach you the lessons you
neeced to learn. One isthat enotional and physical pain is necessary, or
we cannot protect ourselvesand our bodies Think of why you put on
gloves, and how you helped those boys. Pain helps usto knowand define
ourselves and respond to our needs and the needs of our loved ones Y ou
did what made ssns= Youhelped those in front of you by doing what
they needed when they needed it.

“The dee follow ed you to thank you for being compassionate in their
time of trouble Their eyessaid itall. Whatyou havelearned is thatwe are
here to continue God’s work. If God had made a perfect worldit would
be a magic trick, not creation, with no meaning or

placefor usto learn and create Creation iswork. We God Wa§nts us to
are the ones who will have to create the world you know that life is a
are hoping for—aworld w hereevil isto not respond series of beginnings,
to the person with the disease or pain, w hether it be not endings, just as
emotional or physical. God has given uswork to do. graduations are not
We will still grieve when we experience losses, but terminations but
we will also use our pain to help us know ourselves, commer%cements.

and respond to the needs of others. Thatis our work
asour Creator intended it to be. God wants usto know that lifeis aseries
of beginnings, not endings just as graduations are not terminations but
commencements.

“Let me tell you about people who have been my teachers. The firg
was a teenager sexually abused by his parents who now has AIDS. When
he was about to commit suicide by jumping in front of a subway train |
asked him why he didn't kill his parentsinstead He said, ‘I never want-
ed to be likethem. Love has sustained him and heisalive today.

“Another young man, with a life-threatening illness said, ‘What is
evil is not the disease. Many great creativeworkswill come from indvid-
ual suffering, but what is evil isto not respond with compassion to the
person with the illness.’

“I know some parentsw hose young child died. Now they are dedi-
cated to improving thelivesof other children, and raising funds to find a
curefor the dsease which took their child, so other children will not have
to die as their child did.

“Howdo weturn our afflictions into blessings? How do we use them
to help uscomplete ourselves and our work, and to understand the place
for love, tolerance and kindness? How can we learn, asJacob dd, fromthe
experience of wrestling with an angel? Justice and mercy must both be a
part of how wetreat thosew ho terrorize, because when you understand,
you can forgive,and when you can forgive,you donot hate When youdo
not hate, you are capable of loving, and loveisthe most powerful weapon

11



CHAPTERONE GRevwalteglom, s .

known to humans. Itis not an accident that we have sayingslike “kill with
kindness,” “lovethine enemies,” and “torment with tenderness.”

“As Golda Meir said, ‘The only way to eliminate war isto love our
children more than we hate our enemies. When w eraise a generation of
children with compassion; when parents let their children know they are
loved, teachers truly educate themand notjud informthem, and the der-
gy let them knowthey are children of God, we will have a planet made up
of thefamily of humankind. Our differences will be used for recognition
and not persecution. Words and experts cannot be our Lord. Our Creator

-§- must be who we have faith in, so we can live as

When you accept Abrahamand Jksaus did,fearing only separation from
that you are here for their Lord.”

a limited amount of .
time, you will find As| walked down the hill, | reflected upon all

yourself paying more  that | had learned. | know the feding of abandon-

attention to your ment, and how important it is to feel connected to
heart’s wisdom, and omeone and to a snse of meaning in your life. |
what feels good and  believe we are all here to srve and to conplete the
makes yg“ happy. processof creation. First, we must know ourseves so

that we may be alone butnotlondy, and second, to
feel a sense of family with all of God’screatures. Itis our connections and
theresponsibility we fed towards them which keepsus alive.

Asasurgeon, | know something you may not; that we are dl the same
color indde, and members of onefamily. To paraphrase Rabbi Carlebach,
let us hopethat some day, all the Cains will realize what they have done,
and ask forgiveness from the Abels they have killed. In that moment, we
will all rise and become one family, accepting that w e are here to love and
be loved. Until that moment, may you accept and learn from your mor-
tality what istruly important in the time of your life. When you accept
that you are here for alimited amount of time, you will find yourself pay-
ing more attention to your heart's wisdom, and what feds good and
makes you happy, rather than what your head andintellect tell youtodo
because of w hat others demand of you. Don’tw aitfor adisaster to awak-
enyou. Sart living your chocolate ice creamnow and save your life. Let
the untrue self de—and givebirth to your<=elf. The difficulties of life can
be your labor pains and all be worthwhile.
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