Cancer and Compassion

The language we use when talking about disease or malfunction of the body is extremely important. Language reflects attitude and how we live our lives.
We cannot use the language of war and hatred to heal the body, or anything else for that matter. We all know that if someone calls you a name and you retaliate you will have a fight on your hands. And yet we talk about fighting cancer, making war on cancer, destroying the cancer and treating it like an enemy of the body – but it is the body malfunctioning. 
Just as punishment and hatred that create fear do not really change human behavior except in the short them, so is it true about our relationship with our bodies. A problem is never solved from the same level of consciousness in which it was created. We cannot solve war with war. This creates more war in the long term. The only war that was ever truly won is one in which the motive shifted from hatred and conflict to love and reconciliation coming from a deep understanding and empathy for the “enemy.”
Consider your bodies malfunction as the acting out of a young child. It does not help to spank, punish, reject, destroy or kill the child when it is malfunctioning according to our standards. What helps is to find out what the needs and emotions are that underlie the behavior, listening carefully to the fear, shame, resentment and hurt that are leading to the temper tantrum or withdrawal, - or whatever other tactic the child is employing, in an attempt to get it’s needs met.
When a child acts out it is because they are having the experience of not having a need met. This results in emotional pain and beliefs about themselves that are self-loathing and that serve to intensify the pain. This results in behaviors that are desperate but ineffectual attempts to get the needs met. What helps the child is loving presence, deep enquiry, willingness to meet the child’s needs and being attentive and understanding. Love, not war and hatred are what have the best long-term results for behavior change in our nation, in our psyches, and in our bodies.

If for some reason our bodies start acting out in some way, it is far more helpful to listen deeply and lovingly to what the underlying needs and feelings are that are creating the acting out behavior. 
This is not the same as “positive thinking.” All too often positive thinking is just a band aid, a quick fix, and a way to try to control ourselves. The answer does not lie in positive thinking. It lies in listening to and uncovering the pain created by negative, hateful and punitive ideas. It means listening deeply to the unmet needs of the body, mind and psyche. Our basic human needs for love, attention, respect; our emotions of fear and shame, when these needs are not met; and our beliefs about ourselves, are all manifested in the body, in one way or another. The body expresses and reflects our emotional and mental states. Mostly positive thinking just serves to mask the real thoughts and feelings of shame and fear, not alleviate them.
Positive thinking is a cover for the actual negative and hateful thinking – thinking turned in on ourselves, as in “fighting” cancer and “destroying” cancer cells and chemotherapy “bombing.” This language reflects a punitive attack on ourselves, and the way we blame ourselves for the disease instead of being deeply self-reflective. This is not to say that treatment is not required - it does mean that our enemy mindset of attack and destroy must change to an attitude of correction within the context of our emotional and intellectual mindset being one of loving, holding and treatment. The cancer (disease) is not an enemy but a behavior that requires mental and emotional limit setting from a loving heart for the body.
Blame and self-judgment can do nothing but deflect away from our responsibility to be present, to enquire deeply, to listen with care and grow in whatever ways we can, even if we are dying. The message of positive thinking is clear and oxymoronic, “while you are speaking to yourself and acting towards yourself in a destructive way, think positively that you will get well.”
Instead, we need to learn to listen with compassion, so that even if we do die, we die in a state of grace instead of a state of self-hatred. We need to learn to enquire deeply into the pain we are experiencing in our bodies and minds. We need to bring compassion to the cause of the suffering within us. Ultimately com-passion is the willingness to be fully present, with interest and care, to our own suffering. This represents the highest form of self-responsibility. It takes great love to stay with, and be present to, the spiritual and emotional suffering of one’s life and see how this impacts one’s current situation.
If we are accepting current medical protocols of treatment – can we apply them from a mindset of being lovingly, helpful and supportive to our body’s natural ability to heal itself? Can we adopt an attitude of care and concern for why the body is acting the way it does? Can we be kind towards ourselves instead of condemning the body as “betraying us?” Can we consider that perhaps the body is trying to tell us something – which is not our fault - but that points to the current conditions on the planet and in our psyches. Can we see the connection between systems of domination and hierarchy that have contributed to the current dis-ease of our planet – and so our bodies, that are part of the planet and nature? Can we “set limits, i.e. apply treatments,” from a place of love, instead of acting in harsh and rejecting ways towards our bodies? 
It seems as if there is a great deal of confusion and misunderstanding around the practice of self reflection, growth, and change. Very often what is touted as therapy is nothing more than self examination with blame, control and change for whatever condition is judged as wrong and bad. This could not be further from the truth. Blaming ourselves means turning in on ourselves with shame, fear and anger. Why would the body then not turn in on itself too?
To be self-reflective means to bring our compassion to the condition. It means opening our hearts and minds wide, to see options and possibilities, to bring light to unaware dark places in our psyches, to resolve old issues of pain and shame that have made us unhappy, to resolve conflicts and mend relationship - relationship with ourselves and others. It is not an exercise in blaming but of loving self-responsibility. And even if this does not heal the body, it provides the optimal conditions for healing to occur. And even if the body does not heal, death can be a peaceful and accepting transition instead of something else to “fight,” against with fear and anger or submit to in desperation and despair.
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Exercise

· Next time you hurt yourself, get ill, or have some chronic issue, like arthritis, cancer, diabetes, a heart condition…… examine what you say to yourself and your body. 

· How did you learn this attitude?

· Are you, passive, needy, dependent and use the condition as a tactic to get your needs met for empathy and attention?

· Are you stoic and distant from your suffering, soldiering on and not giving it care or attention?
· Are you condemnatory, self-blaming, attacking and self-blaming? Do you cuss and complain? 

· Are you irritable and lash out to caregivers?

· Or are you inquisitive, lovingly present and self-correcting of judgment and criticism - do you bring love and truth to your condition?

· How does it feel when you speak to yourself in this way?

· Consider all the ways you were treated as a child if you injured yourself or were ill?  How have you internalized the attitudes of your parents and culture? 

You may not be able to cure your physical condition, but you can have a relationship with it that is interested, caring, questioning, embracing and honestly self-correcting. And this whole enterprise of having a body, is all about learning loving relationship.
