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Advance Praise


‘I have been counselling cancer patients and their families for the last 23 years. There are only a handful of books that I recommend. Sophie Sabbage’s book, The Cancer Whisperer, just rose to the top of my list. It will guide you through self-discovery and empower you to create a healing milieu in your body, mind and spirit.’


Daniel Kennedy Contreras, MC, Pyscho-Oncology Counsellor and Executive Director, Oasis of Hope Hospital


‘Sophie Sabbage is a force. The effortless beauty of her writing insinuates her powerful messages deep within the reader, and I found myself brought to tears with regularity. There is enough poetry, passion and purpose compressed into this small volume to propel you to reconsider every aspect of your life in the most fundamental way. Sophie combines her extraordinary – and hitherto unexplored – talent for writing with twenty years’ experience of structured working with the obstacles to natural authenticity and passion, both within others and herself. The combination is explosive.


Whilst aimed fairly and squarely at those with cancer, The Cancer Whisperer is also a “must read” for family and friends who seek to understand the “inside” experience of cancer and the ways which they can be a genuine support and help. But beyond this, Sophie’s writing burns with an incandescence that illuminates life directions for us all. Writing from a place of raw exposure and excruciating vulnerability, she courageously and generously shares the hard-won fruits of her own perilous explorations, providing a coherent picture of the realities of our shared existence and an authentic way to be that we can all learn from.’


Robin Daly, Founder of the Yes To Life UK cancer charity


‘A beautiful love letter to cancer … one of the most moving and powerful books I have ever read. Everyone should own a copy (not just those with cancer), read it and understand how to choose their own way. Genuinely amazing.’


Tim Dingle BSc (Hons) MIBiol PGCE MBA Mediator, author, comedian and founder of Be Amazing Every Day


‘Sophie’s book details her journey from weakness to strength and provides a blueprint for anyone wanting empowerment despite the scary diagnosis of cancer. She mentions she may not change your condition but can help you change your conditioning. This struck me as a pivotal point in healing. Your attitude towards the disease will lead you down the path you project. You can choose to heal your life by digging in and taking charge or you can let the diagnosis destroy the life you deserve. If you are one of us who have or has had cancer please read Sophie’s book. Hear the whisper that carries her wisdom that will enable you to let cancer heal your life.’


Linda Brown, Chiropractor and breast cancer patient


‘If you have cancer or are close to someone with cancer, let this book whisper to you. Without ever shouting, there is no paragraph in this book that is not practical, not passionate, not urgent, not crackling with intelligence and piercing compassion. Written with great intensity and economy, it is like a great book of poetry – an intimate companion in a time of fear, when clear-eyed, well-informed, uncompromising friendship is most appreciated.’


Professor William Torbert, creator and author of Action Inquiry: The Secret of Timely and Transforming Leadership.


‘I’m bowled over by Sophie’s book. This is wisdom from a huge, generous heart and formidable intelligence. Profound, passionate, lucid, Sophie presents a new way of responding to cancer by attuning, going deeper, getting on purpose, making clear decisions about action and treatment. Her once “terminal” diagnosis gives her the voice of authority – she knows whereof she speaks – and seems to have burned away all that doesn’t matter, keeping us poised on the threshold of life, forced to remember the mystery and preciousness of what can disappear. Through her fierce truth-telling, glorious will to live, beautiful writing and reversals of traditional readings of the “meaning” of cancer, she shows us how to say yes to joy and pain while wresting value, love and wisdom from whatever happens. The Cancer Whisperer is a brilliant and inspiring guide, in fact, for all of us when we feel defeated by body, mind, illness or challenging life events.’


Rosie Jackson, Author, B.A. D.Phil., creative writing teacher


‘Sophie, thank you for your implausible gorgeousness and generosity. I am sitting here blurry eyed with a snotty nose and red eyes after reading your … what? Story, book, life? I feel alive now. Awake. Cells lit up by the immense courage and clear free will you possess to face into your shadows and find the abandoned orphans inside who need guiding into the light. Aaaaahhhhh. Breath in. And out. My soul gives great thanks to you for breaking my heart tonight.’


Jason Harrison, Life Coach and Transformational Facilitator


‘Sophie’s book is inspiring, informative and motivating. It is a tribute to all those who have not given up, all those who have followed their own heart and taken their healing into their own hands, with or without conventional medicine. These are the real heroes in medicine and her help to give them the courage they need is a gift to all.’


Dr. Dana Flavin, Physician, Scientist, Pharmacologist and Founder of Collmed, the Foundation for Collaborative Medicine and Research


‘There’s an old Norse saying that the Gods give the heaviest burdens to those who are best able to take the load. So it is with Sophie Sabbage, who shows us in her inspiring book, The Cancer Whisperer, how she has turned a death threat into the most extraordinary and uplifting challenge.


‘It’s one of life’s paradoxes that Sophie spent her working career as a life coach and transformational facilitator, helping others beat their fears and realise their ambitions. Now, through her own suffering, Sophie is in a position to help millions conquer their fears – whether it be of cancer, any other illness or indeed any other fear. If you want a reason to get up in the morning and smile at the world, then read The Cancer Whisperer to find out how she got there. It will make you cry, too.’


Maggie Pagano, journalist who writes for the Independent and the International Business Times.


‘What a magnificent book! Imagine that someone in the early 1960s invited you to listen to an English band that was playing in a bar in Hamburg. And mentioned that, oh, by the way, they call themselves “The Beatles”. That is a description of my reaction to reading The Cancer Whisperer, one of the most inspiring, resourceful and balanced books that I have read on the subject of living well and fully engaging life in the face of a serious diagnosis.


‘As an emergency physician, I regularly see cancer patients. At times, that diagnosis comes as a distressing surprise in the course of their emergency department visit. For others, the diagnosis has been made and people are seeking hope and a way to navigate the multi-directional challenges that accompany serious illness. When patients ask “What else can I do to help myself, besides what the doctors tell me?”, I feel grateful to be able to offer this book to them.


‘One of the gifts of this book is how it honors the trio of orthodox medical advice, alternate modalities and one’s own sense of internal rightness. It is a moving story and a rich offering of coaching and sharing, resources and encouragement.’


Bruce Nayowith, M.D.
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DISCLAIMER


This book contains discussions about health issues and medical problems, especially diverse treatments I am trying for late stage lung cancer. It is not intended as, and is not, a substitute for professional medical advice. Any books I recommend or links to websites are intended to share my research, but are not intended as recommendations for your healthcare. I am not a physician. If you should have questions about a medical problem please refer to your medical physician or primary healthcare consultant. In addition be advised that I cannot be held responsible for medical decisions that you make as a result of reading this book. Please contact your physician before undertaking any of the recommendations I make.


The Principle of False Cause Model: Copyright © K. Bradford Brown. PhD, 1984. All rights reserved.


The Purpose Process: Copyright © K. Bradford Brown. PhD, 1990. All rights reserved.


The Clarity Process: Copyright © K. Bradford Brown. PhD, 1984. All rights reserved.


The Compass Model: Copyright © Sophie Sabbage, 2015. All rights reserved.


The Regret Process: Copyright © Sophie Sabbage, 2015. All rights reserved.




To my soul-mate, John Sabbage, and our life-drenched daughter, Gabriella – the best medicine.


And to the late Dr. K. Bradford Brown, who taught me how to let the unwanted happenings heal my life.




‘Exceptional patients refuse to be victims. They educate themselves and become specialists in their own care. They question the doctor because they want to understand their treatment and participate in it. They demand dignity, personhood, and control, no matter what the course of the disease.’


Bernie S. Siegel, M.D.




Holy Land 
Sophie Sabbage



There is a place on the map


where the map runs out.


No signposts or tour guides;


no language to translate


or towns with tidy names.


There is a place on the path


where the path runs out.


No presumptions or premises;


no philosophies to follow


or prophets to obey.


There is a place on the horizon


where the horizon runs out.


No sunsets to end days with;


no tides to tether time


or lines to stay inside.


There is a place on the planet


where the planet runs out.


No countries or covenants;


no laws to live by


or beliefs to become.


There is a place on the map


where the map runs out.


Its roads are made of light.


Its signs point true north.


Revelation rules.




Foreword


by Dr. Francisco Contreras 
Chairman of Oasis of Hope Hospital, Tijuana,
 Mexico


I was trained as a surgical oncologist at the University of Vienna in Austria and have been a practicing cancer specialist for the last thirty-three years. As a surgeon, I have had thousands of patients plead with me, ‘Cut the cancer out. I just want it out of me!’ I have only had a handful of patients like Sophie Sabbage. She stands out because the day she was diagnosed with cancer, she started a process of discovery instead of a cycle of panic. Sophie embraced the fact that death is a natural part of the life cycle, not a tragedy. By taking away the sting of death, she freed her energy to focus on living. She found a rebirth in this simple truth: The real tragedy in life is going through it riddled with fear and dysfunction instead of living each moment joyfully and full of love. Each day is a precious gift from God and Sophie uncovered secrets to total wellness in her body, mind and spirit. In this book, she shares keys to unlock the possibilities of living life to the fullest in spite of, even because of, cancer.


Professor Viktor Frankl at my Alma Mater – the University of Vienna, best taught one critical truth. He was in line to be the successor of Sigmund Freud as the chair of the department psychiatry. Tragically, he never had the chance to take the position. He was Jewish and when Hitler came into power, he was stripped of everything thrown into Auschwitz. Though he lost his entire family in the death camp, he willed himself to live. He found purpose in his suffering and lived many years longer teaching people this critical truth: You cannot always choose your circumstances, but can choose your attitude and your reaction. Sophie, whose own mentor was a direct student of Frankl, has chosen the attitude to live in a meaningful way. Her attitude is contagious.


Years ago, I had another patient with an attitude similar to Sophie’s. He came from London to Oasis of Hope in Mexico for treatment in 1986. He had been diagnosed with lung cancer that had spread to his spinal column and liver. His oncologist on Harley Street had given him only three months to live. He didn’t accept that dismal prognosis. He opted for alternative cancer treatment at my hospital. When he arrived, he was wheeled into the hospital on a stretcher because the tumours pushing on his spine paralyzed him. I will never forget how he looked at all of us in the eyes and said, ‘I am going to live!’ He was so convincing that his body believed him. In a matter of two weeks, the tumours shrunk enough that the temporary paralysis stopped. He walked out of the hospital on his own power. After a few more visits, the cancer went into full remission. Thirty years later, he is alive and cancer free! When faced with the threat of cancer, he didn’t waste his time on worry. He reevaluated his priorities and made it his mission to make amends with his estranged children. His relationships with family members began to heal and so did his body. He ‘let cancer heal his life’.


Sophie is also “letting cancer heal her life”. In this beautifully written book, she doesn’t preach her message of hope; she lives it out on the pages for all to see. I am sure you will be inspired by her guidance on how to transform cancer from a crisis into a journey. As you read, you will grow to love and trust Sophie because she is transparent about her experience of living with cancer. As you turn each page, you will feel like she is holding your hand as you take healing steps on your journey.




Introduction


I remember sitting in the radiation waiting room at my local hospital six weeks after I had been diagnosed with stage four ‘incurable’ metastatic lung cancer. I was about to start radiation on a large tumour on the C3 vertebra in my neck, which was eating through the bone into my spinal column and causing me considerable pain. I had multiple tumours in several sites – lungs, lymph nodes, bones and brain – but this one was selected for special attention because it was endangering my mobility and threatening my ‘quality of life’.


According to my doctors, saving my life was not an option, so preserving its quality was now their primary aim – which pissed me off. They seemed to be consigning me to my statistical fate without giving me a chance to be one of the few inexplicable ones who beat the odds. They did their best not to use the ‘d’ word or put a date on it, but the subtext was ever present when they spoke to me: Whatever happens, Mrs. Sabbage, don’t get your hopes up, because you are going to die. I hadn’t even started treatment, but the water of possibility was already closing over my head.


As I waited for the radiation, I was still in shock. I had agreed to do this particular treatment first because turning over at night and standing up from sitting down had become very difficult. I couldn’t pick up my four-year-old daughter anymore. I needed some respite from the pain to think, listen, inquire, intuit and somehow, anyhow, choose what the hell I was going to do.


I had lost my balance. My hands couldn’t find the banister that helped me find my way downstairs in the darkness. New protocols appeared slowly, like a procession of mourners behind my previous existence: scans, consultations, train rides to London to see specialists, blood tests, insurance forms, lines through pre-diagnosis appointments in my diary (like social events and business meetings), saying the news out loud to people to make it real.


Cancer gate-crashed my shipshape life in an instant. One day I felt normal, the next a single sharp pain in my back revealed itself to be a large tumour pressing on the pleura of my lung. Over the course of three weeks, my diagnosis unfolded in excruciatingly slow freeze frames, each one exquisitely brutal in its precision – until finally, on hearing I had more tumours in my brain than they were able to count, the universe popped like a party balloon and lay shrivelled in my shaking hand.


As each scan result came in, my life force faded and thinned like a waning moon. I was coughing blood, becoming breathless after walking upstairs and losing so much vision in my left eye that I had to stop driving. I was tired and felt cold a lot. Very, very cold. Perhaps it was the doses of radiation from all the scans that sent things spiralling downwards so quickly, but fear and shock themselves are powerful forces that ricochet through the body like bullets. It seemed as if the knowledge itself was killing me. As soon as I believed my life was over, it started to retreat into another room, erasing the windows and soft furnishings, folding up my future, putting it neatly in the bottom drawer, dimming the lights, stopping the clock on the wall.


I knew I needed to change my mental narrative if I was going to have any shot at seeing my daughter’s fifth birthday or my own forty-ninth. I didn’t want to deny what was happening to me, but nor was I willing to comply with the gloomy predictions of my inexorable ending. I felt furious when people started saying their goodbyes to me and I barked at the nurses when they treated me like I was in a hospice for the dying. I wanted to know every detail of my condition and reject everyone else’s interpretation of it. I was willing to hand over the outcome to God, but not to my doctors or to statistics. To whatever extent was possible, I wanted to write my own story and I was damned if I was going to inhabit theirs.


My husband John came to the hospital with me the day I went through my first radiation treatment. While sitting in the waiting room I received a deeply tender text from a friend and might not have let my tears roll so freely if John hadn’t been sitting beside me. The nurse assigned to my care hurried over to ask if I was ok. Her concern felt suffocating rather than comforting, as if she was trying to stop me rather than support me, as if my tears might harm me in some way, alarm the other patients or, worse, give them permission to cry too. What better time to cry than this? What better time to honour the life that was vanishing in the wake of my diagnosis, to grieve the future that was being wrenched away from me, to wail like a widow for the fading light?


Now was the time not to freeze but to feel: to be fully present to my experience; to let every kind text and loving gesture break whatever shell my heart was still encased in; to be awake, aware and alive enough to prize the cherished things that needed remembering and the unrequited hopes that needed grieving. I was conscious of the stoic silence that hung like a thick fog over the radiation waiting room. The numbness. The underground river of unanswered questions. The shy terror. The private prayers. The intensity of diverse groups of patients waiting for some part of our bodies to be burnt and some aspect of our mortality to be orphaned.


‘Are you ok?’ the nurse asked again with more urgency, her anxiety burrowing into my skin.


I touched her hand lightly to comfort her before replying, ‘I think I might be the only one here who is.’


She stepped back, confounded, unsure what to say or how to help if I couldn’t be talked out of my tears. So she slipped away quietly and kept her distance at my subsequent visits to that hospital. I was an anomaly, an unashamedly vulnerable anomaly in a context through which censored sorrow flowed.


Following that day’s radiation to my neck, another nurse approached me and handed me a piece of paper. ‘This is the date of your next appointment, Mrs. Sabbage,’ she said matter-of-factly, clearly assuming there was nowhere else I needed to be that morning.


I looked at the date, quickly checked my diary and told her I wasn’t free that day. And there it was again: visible alarm on the face of a nurse because I had given the wrong answer.


‘But it’s your radiation appointment,’ she responded.


‘I see that, but I’m not available,’ I persisted.


Maybe I could have rescheduled whatever else I had planned. Maybe I was being selfish by not fitting in with the system. But something rose up my diseased spine that made me stand firm. I wasn’t having it. I wasn’t going to be told to show up on command without being respectfully asked if I was available. And if there was a time for being selfish, this was it. Desperately ill as I was, I knew it was vital for me to make my own choices on every step of this journey – to schedule my treatments around my life, not my life around my treatments; to be the author and the protagonist of my story. Although I have frequently been advised to prioritise my appointments over everything else (subtext: or else you’ll die), something more life-affirming and potentially more life-saving comes stubbornly into play: my fierce, feisty and indomitable sense of self.


I received many more appointment letters telling me where to be and when before my oncologist got the message. It wasn’t his fault. It was the system he works in, a system it’s all too easy to get swept away by when you’re diagnosed with cancer. It moves like fast traffic on a motorway. Before you know it you’re caught in the headlights, with no clear view of what’s coming your way. Your diary is filled with appointments, prescriptions are handed out with minimal explanation and decisions are made on your behalf – all while you’re still trying to come to terms with your diagnosis.


When your life is on the line and every decision seems potentially perilous, a lot of cancer patients want the doctors to make their decisions for them. I understand that. And if that’s how you want to navigate your journey, then this book may not be for you. But if you have some sense that directing your own treatment, trusting your own wisdom and taking charge of your own care is treatment in its own right – psychological medicine for your cells, medicine that may matter as much as the drugs you are taking and the food you are eating – then I am writing this for you.


This book is for the cancer patient who wants to remain a dignified, empowered human being when your doctors and diagnosis are scaring the shit out of you, you’re so shocked you can hardly put your shoes on in the morning, you’re caught in the cross-fire between orthodox and complementary medicine and, disturbingly, the medical system treats you like a disease, not a human being. It is also for the cancer patient who has a hunch that there is something for them to learn, gain or even be transformed by – if they just knew how to relate to this disease differently to the way most of society does. It is for the cancer patient, perhaps any patient, who is looking for another way.


This is part memoir and part self-help book. I’m writing it to help you author your own story with wisdom, realism, creativity and courage. I want to share with you how I am navigating my own way through shock, terror, grief, other people’s awkwardness in the face of my prognosis – and how I’m sustaining an ongoing inquiry into the nature, causes, lessons and gifts of this devastating but illuminating disease.


I started writing this book ten months after my initial diagnosis. I am living with cancer, but almost all my metastases have gone. I still have a primary tumour in my lung and the ever-present possibility that my cancer will mutate and march like an army through my body again. My cancer is systemic and “incurable”, but I am living with it. No, I’m thriving with it. I listen to my doctors, for whom I am grateful beyond measure, and I attend all my appointments. But now I receive phone calls to ask me when I’m available and my doctors suggest rather than tell me what to do. We have become collaborative partners on my journey, instead of staying caught in the top-down doctor-patient dynamic that still prevails in so much of our medical culture.


The fact is, my disease may well still kill me. Indeed, if I line up behind all the statistics, predictions and likelihoods of having stage four lung cancer, I am a certain goner. But I choose not to line up behind those things. I listen to them, yes, keenly and humbly enough to pare back the crusted layers of denial that shield us from words like ‘terminal’ and ‘incurable’ until we can hear them without breaking like glass. But I choose to get it without giving in to it, to surrender without succumbing, to shout my name over the rooftops of statistics before my identity is submerged in the cold anonymity of numbers. I am under no illusion as to the gravity of my condition, but I am now able to lean ever so gently into tomorrow without fear of falling or drowning or bursting into flames.


I want to live almost more than anything. Almost. I dedicate my days, hours and minutes to extending my life, with a fierce and unwavering intention to raise my daughter into adulthood, grow old with my beloved husband and make the difference I like to think I came into the world to make. But the biggest win is not surviving cancer, as epic as that would be, and as huge as my purpose is to do so. The bigger win is in preserving my personhood, whatever the outcome – that hard-won “I” that neither belongs to my body nor will disintegrate with my body – and knowing that I let it blossom in the face of cancer, even if my flesh withers. The only way I know how to do that is to notice the eagle across the water and the field of possibility on the windblown shore of another country as I steer my ship through this experience, making one brave, faithful and dignified choice at a time.


At the start of this journey my diagnostician, the doctor who reviewed my first CT scan and conducted my bronchoscopy (a procedure that is not for the faint of heart), said an extraordinary thing to me before passing me on to the oncologist:


‘Don’t become a patient, Mrs Sabbage. Live your life.’


I took what he said deeply to heart. It empowered me to reach for more than outrunning my prognosis or dying bravely – because I believed it. When I was in deep, fresh, hot-off-the-press shock – about to disappear into that starless night where you cannot see or hear or speak for wishing something different – that doctor awakened the best part of me. It was the part that knows the future is never written, that everything happens for a purpose greater than what I can see, and that when the shit hits the fan I can either fall to my fate or rise to my destiny. I think I have been rising ever since.


In this book, I will share some of the research I’ve done, the treatments I’ve chosen, the diet I follow and the resources that have made the biggest differences for me. I hope this information will help you find shortcuts through the mass of information out there about cancer, much of it conflicting. I also recommend specific books and films I consider essential reading and viewing for anyone diagnosed with this disease.


However, I am not a doctor or medical expert of any kind. I am a cancer patient and a facilitator of human transformation. I’m not qualified to help you overcome your condition. I am qualified to help you overcome your conditioning, which I believe is also fundamental to the healing process. I can help you be well, even when you feel ill, and release yourself from emotional factors that may have contributed to your dis-ease.


I don’t need to add to the library of books already out there about diet, wellness and treatment protocols. However, I can assist you in charting your way through all that data with a clear mind, attuned intuition and robust sense of self. Whether or not you become clear of cancer, you can still become free of cancer. That is, free of the fear it feeds on; free of the deadline it imposes; free of the power it can wield over your choices; free of the toxic beliefs that contaminate your healing process; free of the perception of inevitability marching you to your fate.


Though I can’t offer magic cures or miracles, I hope this book will enable you to find healing you may not otherwise have found. Out of my own experience with cancer, and twenty years of experience of working with people to awaken their minds and free their spirits, I have designed a practical and, hopefully, transformative process that will support you to take radical responsibility for your treatment and unlock the wisdom of your disease. My main aim is to help cancer patients transform their relationship with cancer such that they are transformed by having cancer, whatever the outcome, live or die. So I hope this book will help you experience the vibrancy of vulnerability, the power of purpose, the freedom of authenticity, the wonder of forging your own path through a dense, dark forest that sometimes seems to offer no respite or escape. Mostly, I hope it will help you listen to your hunch that cancer has something to teach you, if you only knew how to listen to what it is trying to say.


This is what horse whisperers learnt to do with horses – understand their language and communicate with them on a whole new level. They tested the limited levels of understanding and took it to a new horizon, working in sympathy with the horse to gain co-operation instead of trying to “break” it through dominance and control. Through the whispering process, the horse “joins up” with the human, willingly accepting his or her leadership and choosing to be guided by them from that point on.


Similarly, we have been trying to break cancer for decades, even centuries, to little avail compared to the progress medicine has made with other diseases. We are in a hostile and adversarial relationship with a condition there is still no reliable cure for. We are aware of contributory factors that lead to cancer, but few irrefutable causes, while the number of people being diagnosed is increasing exponentially. So perhaps it is time to communicate with this disease on a whole new level and take our relationship with it to a new horizon by working in sympathy with it to gain its cooperation. Perhaps it is time to take it off the battlefield and into the classroom. Perhaps it is time to ask not only how we can heal the cancer in our bodies, but also what our cancer is telling us about how to heal our lives.


This is my inquiry. I am a fellow cancer patient doing all I can to learn from my disease and change my life because of it. I am gravely ill, yet weirdly well. More grateful to my cancer than afraid of it. Inhabiting a rarefied space between my fierce will to live and my necessary willingness to die. Witnessing the way a bird sings its way into morning and gives itself away to its very last breath in the exploit of being itself. Wanting to live the exact same way. Inviting you to live the exact same way, however our stories end.




1


The Compass


Being diagnosed with cancer is a multi-faceted challenge for your mind, body, heart and spirit. It is by no means only a physical journey, though all too often it’s treated as such.


My doctors ask how my body feels, but not how my heart feels. They ask how I’m coping with the side effects from drugs, but not how I’m coping with the fear that stalks so many of my days or the waves of grief that first crashed onto and continue to lap at my shore. Conventional medicine advises me to eat a “balanced diet” of protein, carbs and vegetables, while assuring me it is fine to eat sugar. My complementary practitioners are convinced that cancer feeds off sugar (among other things) and implore me to cut it completely from my diet.
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