



[image: image]










Praise for How to Be Sick: A Buddhist-Inspired Guide for the Chronically Ill and Their Caregivers


“This book can bring you more fully alive by healing your spirit.”


— Tara Brach, author of Radical Acceptance


“Beautiful, heartfelt, and immensely courageous. Truly worth reading.”


— Sharon Salzberg, author of Lovingkindness


“This is a book for all of us.”


— Sylvia Boorstein, author of Happiness Is an Inside Job


“Practical, wise, and full of heart.”


— James Baraz, author of Awakening Joy


“Told with relentless honesty and clarity.”


— Stephen Batchelor, author of Confession of a Buddhist Atheist
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YOU WON’T BE ALONE WHEN YOU HAVE THIS POCKET-SIZED TREASURE OF TRANSFORMATIVE PRACTICES, WRITTEN BY BELOVED BESTSELLING AUTHOR TONI BERNHARD.


In 2001, Toni got sick and never recovered. As she faced the confusion, frustration, and despair of a life that was suddenly severely limited, Toni had to learn how to be sick.


In this easy-to-use, easy-to-carry book, Toni shares practices from her bestselling classic How to Be Sick and also offers new suggestions and strategies for coping with a life impacted by chronic pain and illness. Because the book is organized by specific challenges, you can immediately find practices that can help when they’re needed most.


With this book in hand, you will discover the experiential wisdom that has helped Toni live a life of equanimity, compassion, and joy, despite her physical and energetic restrictions—and, sometimes, because of them. In the pages of this loyal companion, you’ll find help, solace, and inspiration, no matter what life challenge you’re facing.














One, seven, three, five —


Nothing to rely on in this or any world;


Nighttime falls and the water is flooded with moonlight.


Here in the Dragon’s jaws:


Many exquisite jewels.


— the eleventh-century Zen master and poet Setcho Juken











Introduction


I created this edition of How to Be Sick in response to requests for a smaller, pocket-sized version: something that people can carry with them and refer to when obstacles arise in their day — as obstacles inevitably do.


In 2001, I fell ill with what appeared to be an acute viral infection, but I never recovered. I’m mostly housebound, often bedbound with the aches and pains and lack of stamina that characterize the flu.


For years, I blamed myself for becoming chronically ill, as if I lacked the strength of character to recover my health. Gradually, and with the help of the Buddha’s down-to-earth teachings, I realized that everyone’s life is a mixture of pleasant and unpleasant experiences. Chronic illness is one of those unpleasant experiences; it’s a presence in my life every day, but it doesn’t touch the heart of who I am.


You can’t always choose the challenges you’ll have to face in life, but you can learn not to let those challenges diminish you. Finding a measure of peace and happiness depends not on the state of your health but on how you respond to it. If you respond with bitterness and anger, you become a bitter and angry person, and that adds a layer of mental suffering to the difficulties you’re already facing. Mental suffering can take two forms: painful emotions — frustration, anger, worry, fear (sometimes all at the same time!) — and irrational and stressful thinking patterns that trap you in their loops, such as talking yourself into believing you’ll never enjoy yourself again or that family and friends don’t care about you anymore.




This book is a handy reference guide that offers strategies and practices to alleviate such mental suffering. It’s organized by the challenges that the chronically ill and their caregivers face. (Chronic illness includes chronic pain and can include mental illness, such as depression and PTSD.) You can read it front to back, or you can look up the challenges you’re facing at the moment and read through my recommendations. You’ll notice some repetition in the book; this is because some of my suggestions, such as Three-Breath Practice, are useful in a variety of situations. If a strategy or practice doesn’t resonate with you, that’s fine; move on to the next one.


With chronic illness as your starting point, I hope you’ll use this book to heal your mind and build a new and fulfilling life.











The Challenges


Not Engaging in Self-Blame


Making Peace with Your Inability to Know What the Future Holds for You


Responding Skillfully to the Relentlessness of Symptoms


Handling the Emotional Pain of Receiving Cursory or Dismissive Medical Care




Coping Skillfully with Disappointment and Sadness When a New Treatment Didn’t Help


Responding with Patience and Courage to the Appearance of a New Medical Problem


Accepting without Bitterness How Restricted Your Life Has Become, Socially and Otherwise


Easing the Heartache of Feeling Disregarded or Even Not Believed by Family and Friends


Alleviating the Pain of Loneliness


Managing Caregiver Burnout Wisely











THE CHALLENGE



Not Engaging in Self-Blame


I know from experience that nothing positive comes from directing blame at yourself. Anybody can get sick, physically or mentally, and anybody can develop chronic pain. It can happen when you’re young. It can happen when you’re older.


Sadly, self-blame is often the habitual response when you’re faced with one of the challenges that are the subjects of this book. A treatment didn’t work? Somehow, it’s your fault. You received dismissive care from a doctor? Somehow, you did something wrong at the appointment.


Blaming yourself for something that isn’t your fault wastes your precious energy. Instead, spend your time doing what you can to ease your symptoms and to build the best life you can for yourself.




The suggestions and practices that follow will help put an end to the blame game.







Recognize that a lack of control over much that happens to you is an inescapable reality of the human condition.


If you had control over what happened to you, you’d order up a lifetime of perfect health. I certainly would. But life doesn’t work that way. At some point, all of us must grapple with health challenges that are beyond our ability to control.


You are not alone in this. This is simply how and when it happened to you.


No blame!







Use Three-Breath Practice to shift your attention from self-blame to what’s happening in your immediate experience.


This mindfulness practice is easy but powerful. All you need do is pause — and bring your full attention to the physical sensation of three consecutive in-breaths and out-breaths.


Because the sensations of the breath always occur in the present moment, this practice puts you in the present moment. This prevents you from remaining lost in self-judgmental thoughts.


Three-Breath Practice can be done any time, any place, and in any posture. Your eyes can be opened or closed.


The more you practice it, the earlier you’ll begin noticing that a judgmental thought has arisen. Catching it early like this can keep it from escalating into full-blown self-blame.
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