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  Endorsements

  “Everyone needs to read this book! Ms. Michael’s story is a guide to self-induced healing that can help anyone be prepared and not have to learn from personal disaster. Cancer can be a wake-up call to a new beginning as it was for Ms. Michaels. In her powerful story of rebirth, we learn that amazing things can happen when our body gets the message that we are living a new life we love.”

  Dr. Bernie Siegel, MD, author of The Art of Healing and A Book of Miracles

  “The Gift of Cancer is an inspiring and deep personal history of how cancer closed some doors but opened so many others, leading to personal transformation and growth. The strength and empowerment of taking control of your health and treatment plan, staying committed, and coming out the other side stronger and healthier will inspire many in similar situations. I highly recommended this book to anyone struggling with any major life issue.”

  Joel Kahn MD, Professor of Medicine, Wayne State University School of Medicine, Director Cardiac Wellness, Michigan Healthcare Professionals, PC

  “This book is a roadmap for anyone challenged with dis-ease. Facing incredible odds, Brenda Michaels made the courageous decision to embrace her cancer as her “teacher” rather than as her enemy. In doing so, she was guided to heal her inner life, which led to the healing of her cancer.”

  Marci Shimoff, professional speaker, bestselling author, Happy for No Reason, Love For No Reason, Chicken Soup for the Woman’s Soul

  “Brenda Michaels, with Marsha Mercant tells her story with such openness and courage. It will resonate with anyone who is struggling to trust her inner voice. I couldn’t put it down! I will keep this book by my bed—to remind me that I am the only one who can heal myself.”

  Jill Eikenberry, actor, breast cancer activist

  “Brenda Michaels’ story is one that will resonate with every human being. In her book, The Gift of Cancer: A Miraculous Journey to Healing, Ms. Michaels shares how her experience with cancer propelled her to look deep within her heart to access love, faith and ultimately forgiveness. We all struggle with judgment and fear, not realizing how that can impact our health, relationships and the very fabric of our lives. This book is a beautifully written story of hope and inspiration; a testimonial to the power of love within each of us.”

  Dr. DiVanna VaDree DC, CA, CIH, Full Body Channel for Divine Mother Quan Yin

  “Brenda Michaels’ story is an inspiration to us all. It is a story of success against terrible odds, of quiet moments of courage and heroism in times of fear and doubt. I recommend this book to everyone, to those whose life is difficult for any reason, for those facing a cancer diagnosis, for anyone who wants an uplifting story of a woman’s courage and triumph over some very serious battles. I admire Brenda for sharing this very personal story and for the successful life she has created for herself. “

  Nicholas J. Gonzalez, M.D.

  “This book is a miracle, providing an example of someone claiming her true spiritual power in the midst of challenges and healing into who she is meant to be. The Gift of Cancer is a tender, passionate, instructive tale that is a gift to anyone.”

  Tama Kieves, bestselling author of Inspired & Unstoppable: Wildly Succeeding in Your Life’s Work! www.TamaKieves.com

  “Brenda Michaels’ book, The Gift of Cancer, is a gift of deep wisdom and compassion to all who suffer, be it from physical illness, emotional pain or spiritual bewilderment. Her profound journey into the heart of serious illness is a testament to her raw courage and faith in the greater mystery of life’s unfolding. Through Brenda’s robust description of her extraordinary experience, we discover new and surprising possibilities for our own healing and wholeness; truths that offer us a larger, life-changing perspective of our most essential selves.”

  Susan Plummer, Ph.D, author of Deep Change: Befriending the Unknown

  “The Gift of Cancer by Brenda Michaels with Marsha Mercant is a gem of a book! If you are at a health crossroads, seeking a new perspective that offers hope and possibility using an alternative path to healing of the mind, body, spirit, this book is especially for you. If you or a loved one are looking for insight as you explore the physical, emotional and spiritual implications of wellness and are desiring new tools and support to move through turbulent times, this book is well worth the read and highly recommended.

  Robin Mastro, author of Altars of Power and Grace, Making Room for Mr. Right, environmental designer, teacher of Vedic Knowledge

  “This book needs to be read; by women fighting breast cancer, by anybody, man or woman dealing with any type of cancer, by anyone seeking a wonderfully written, passionately told story of an unusual woman coming to age and into good health – a woman who followed her own good instincts along the way and sought out expert guides to help in her quest.”

  Suzanne Somers, actor, health activist

  “Brenda Michaels, with Marsha Mercant has written a beautiful, painful work of heart. She teaches us how to heal, making the physical aspects of disease disappear in the harmony of wholeness and self-realization. Brenda’s determination is awe inspiring as she cultivates peace within pain, harmony through faith and the courage to follow intuitive wisdom regardless of outside opinion. This profound journey will remind every reader what they are capable of!”

  Holly Riley, inspirational speaker, bestselling author of Allowing: A Portrait of Forgiving and Letting Life Love You

  “This book is a must read for anyone faced with the life changing journey of cancer. Through her personal story, Brenda Michaels brings a unique blend of hope and understanding to the conversation of terminal illness, exploring an array of possibilities that can be found just outside the paradigm of traditional medicine.”

  Royce Richardson, author of The Blissmaker

  “Brenda Michaels with Marsha Mercant, has written a beautiful book for anyone reflecting on her own spiritual path. For those challenged with illness, there is important information about creating a healing team, managing fears and moving positively into the light of health and happiness. By embracing cancer as a teacher instead of the enemy Brenda offers an amazing lesson to us all. I gleaned so many pearls of wisdom that I have put in my journal so I may reflect on them when I forget to trust the divine. “

  Mary Ann Halpin, photographer, creator of Fearless Women, Visions of a New World, Pregnant Goddesshood and Fearless Women series

  “Reading Brenda Michaels’ story was life changing for me. I’ve never had cancer but I do have relationships that have been emotionally painful and toxic. After reading this book, I’ve begun a daily regimen of morning meditation to re-examine, release and re-center. What an amazing gift this book is!”

  Sharon Carr, Tony Award–winning Broadway producer

  “Brenda Michaels’ The Gift of Cancer: A Miraculous Journey to Healing is a story of not only healing but ultimately, empowerment. As we witness Ms. Michaels not only survive but thrive through three cancer diagnoses, she is an inspiration and testament to the power of facing your fears. Her story is real and honest as she encounters fear, grief, failure, shame and loss moving from victim to creator. In the face of great obstacles we witness her reclaim her life, find her voice and heal her soul, achieving the peace and joy she longs for.”

  Megan Skinner, spiritual counselor and author

  “Congratulations on The Gift of Cancer: A Miraculous Journey to Healing. I think you have a hit on your hands! And not just because it’s something everyone will want to read, but because it’s something everyone SHOULD read! You can quote me on that!”

  David Friedman, award-winning composer, author of Thought Exchange

  “This story of courage and healing demonstrates the power of the author’s remarkable commitment to accept and receive the lessons of her cancer diagnosis. As she learned to surrender, to trust, and to practice forgiveness, soul-level healing was made possible. For those who are ready to hear her message, the inspiration she offers can open doorways to life-affirming possibilities and activate unrealized healing potential.”

  Madeline Eyer, author of Essential Green Smoothies

  “The Gift of Cancer spoke deeply to me, as a woman and artist. It was reminiscent of how I felt after reading Eat, Pray, Love, which plugged me into myself in profound ways. But the journey Brenda Michaels takes to heal her cancer and rid herself of negative responses to the ups and downs of life, speaks to an audience that is yearning for a deeper connection and ultimate healing. It is an amazing story of triumph. I would love to see it as a film, a television series or even a hosted talk show!”

  Sumer Crockett Moore, award-winning actor, producer

  “The Gift of Cancer: A Miraculous Journey to Healing takes the reader on a remarkable and inspiring journey through cancer and Brenda Michaels’ own awakening to the healing powers of body, mind and spirit. A must read for anyone desiring to live her highest and best life.”

  DS Clark, author of The Stone Ones trilogy

  “This illuminating book speaks to the profound choice between taking responsibility or being a victim. It shows us the empowering nature of taking personal responsibility for one’s life and by that act our path is enlightened.”

  Dr. Robert Abramson, MD, Master of Acupuncture

  “The Gift of Cancer takes us on a very personal healing journey of self-discovery with unexpected twists and insights along the way. We witness dysfunctional relationships that set the stage for the development of multiple cancers to equally pathological interactions with the conventional medical system. After many frustrating setbacks, magical synchronicities eventually provide guidance into the realms of nutritional cancer therapy and spiritual transformation. This insightful book offers valuable lessons about surrender and self-healing for all of us.”

  Larry Burk, MD, CEHP, author of Let Magic Happen: Adventures in Healing with a Holistic Radiologist

  “When I was a young internal medicine doctor, a patient would occasionally say to me, ‘Cancer is the best thing that ever happened to me.’ Not understanding, I thought, People will go to any length to put a good face on a terrible situation. I eventually learned what my patients were telling me. We are more than a collection of organs; we are more than molecules; we are a whole and we are holy—words that are related to health and healing. And sometimes it takes a health crisis to awaken us to these truths.

  “Brenda Michaels has lived this path. The spiritual, psychological, and physical integration she achieved is a talisman for the healing journey. The Gift of Cancer will inspire anyone who is fortunate enough to read it. But don’t wait until you have a health crisis, because this wisdom is for everyone.”

  Larry Dossey, MD, author of One Mind: How Our Individual Mind Is Part of a Greater Consciousness and Why It Matters
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  Foreword

  Written by Christiane Northrup, MD, bestselling author of Women’s Bodies, Women’s Wisdom, and The Wisdom of Menopause

  We live in a culture in which most women’s number one health concern and fear is breast cancer. Almost no one has the courage to look this disease in the eye and call it a gift. Almost no one, that is, except a few brave and compassionate souls like Brenda Michaels, who know from the inside out the secret of true healing because they’ve been there.

  Brenda is a stunningly beautiful woman I met in San Diego several years ago. She had the courage to come up on stage during my presentation and tell her story of cancer recovery to the whole audience. Though Brenda followed a healthy diet and also had some conventional medical treatments, she knew full well that it wasn’t simply a diet or a drug that had healed her various cancers. It was something else—her own inner wisdom and the consistent application of its messages in her life.

  Brenda’s story holds the key to approaching breast cancer, cervical cancer, or any other disease for that matter, with maximum access to our inner healing power. The first step we must all take in order to put this power to work in our lives is to tell the truth to ourselves about our lives without whitewashing it, cleaning it up to make it more acceptable, or wallowing in self-blame. Brenda does this admirably throughout The Gift of Cancer. In the beginning, when she was first diagnosed with cancer, she wrote, “Our marriage was filled with painful experiences reinforcing my belief that love hurts. To compensate, I gradually became a martyr, overextending myself constantly trying to please him, while disregarding my own needs and desires. True to form, I continued to manifest physical problems.”

  I’ve never met a single person, including myself, who has not faced challenges in the areas of personal relationships and physical health, two areas that are intimately related. Yet the vast majority of people are in denial about the implications of these life challenges, and when it comes to their health, put far too much faith in modern medicine while avoiding the core beliefs and behaviors that are at the root of their problems in the first place.

  But every so often, one person, like Brenda Michaels, will find within herself the courage to really look at her life, embrace it, warts and all, and then change her beliefs and behaviors. And when this happens, she heals at the deepest levels. And many times, such as in Brenda’s case, her body will heal as well. The end result is the greatest gift that anyone can give to the planet: a healed life. Brenda Michaels has healed her life. Let the wisdom she has gleaned spill over into your own life, so that you too can become healthy and whole.


  Introduction

  The Gift

  At age twenty-six I was given an unusual gift: cancer. I don’t say this to make light of what appeared to be an early death sentence. Cancer devastated my life. My marriage was ripped apart and our meager finances were drained away faster than we could have imagined. Over the course of fourteen years, cancer claimed my entire reproductive system, both my breasts, and left me with a prognosis of one year to live. That was twenty-four years ago.

  While cancer ushered in one of the most difficult periods of my life, it also ignited one of the most profound. Having cancer left me stranded in a place where no doctor had the capacity to save me. But it led me to the truth of who I am and the realization that only I possessed the power to save myself.

  Forced to examine my life in new and challenging ways by the dramatic changes generated by my cancer diagnoses, I came to the understanding that if you are inclined to look for the silver lining amongst the dark clouds, you will find it. I learned that in the storm of crisis that is the healing process, there is enormous opportunity for growth and change. Those dark clouds of adversity have the power to strengthen, bring clarity, and reveal to us the miracles that lie beyond our limited beliefs. I now appreciate the importance of embracing that adversity as the gift it is. I finally know that those challenging experiences are a crucial piece of the puzzle that can serve our growth and transformation. Arriving at that knowing was not easy.

  Life will consistently bring to light what is needed to nudge us toward the growth necessary for our highest good. And in perfect harmony with each life plan, every experience comes forth at the perfect moment to teach us something profound about ourselves. When we accept our challenges and move through the lessons inherent in them, we discover that healing energy is available to us, offering the hope of wholeness and an amazing future alive with possibility.

  For me, the first step was to surrender to those lessons being called forth by my own being. To embrace what was in front of me so it could be transformed, thus fulfilling my deepest desire—for my life to be different.

  As I moved toward that goal, a stark realization came into view. I had been living my life as a victim rather than a creator. And to be a victim, there must be a perceived persecutor. In my case, I believed my persecutors to be family, friends, and a husband cut from the same cloth as my father. With my belief in victimhood firmly in place, I felt powerless. Yet as much as I wanted to change this feeling, I couldn’t seem to step out of my victim role. That is until cancer entered my life for the third time and opened my eyes to a universal truth: I am responsible for my life circumstances and my reactions to those circumstances. To continue to turn away or hide from the stressful signals I had been getting for years was no longer an option.

  This was a hard pill to swallow. Especially when taking responsibility included not only for my circumstances, but also for my decisions and even my illness. There are those who will argue they are genetically predisposed to disease and are therefore victims of their illness. Logically and emotionally, this can be justified. I certainly don’t debate that. I do, however, believe it is our inability to face stressful situations that fuel our problems and remove the possibility of transformation and healing.

  When we ignore the signals that stressful events present, or believe we are helpless to change our circumstances, or fail to take responsibility for stress that is in our lives, we become victims to that situation. Once this happens, our ego-mind takes over and promises us solutions. But the ego-mind is not equipped to find solutions. Solutions can only be accessed through creative energy and an awareness of ourselves as spiritual beings.

  The ego-mind loves to spin negative stories that offer countless band-aid solutions in support of our powerless victim mentality. Living in this limited capacity creates enormous stress on our bodies, which in turn triggers biological responses that can weaken our immune system’s ability to access its healing energy. Living this way takes us down the path of heartache, disappointment, and inevitably, illness.

  It is a medically documented fact that prolonged, unaddressed stress can lead to chronic illness. If we don’t acknowledge this stress and ask what is needed of us in any given situation to alleviate it, we remain cut off from the wisdom of our hearts where all creative solutions are found.

  When we are in reaction mode rather than response mode, we tend to do one of three things that exacerbate our situation: we either internalize the stress denying we are responsible for the circumstance; we avoid the situation altogether; or we numb ourselves so we don’t have to deal with our feelings. The key to solving this is to face the problem, embrace it, and surrender to the strong emotions the problem triggers. By doing this, we create a space for our creative spirit to offer long-term solutions that lead to healing.

  Once I realized I was running from my problems, I began to question if this might be one of the reasons I had fallen into the abyss of cancer. Asking this question pushed me to look at myself honestly. What I saw was someone who felt powerless to change the stressful events passing through her life. During stressful times, I would either internalize my feelings, denying what was going on, or I would numb myself with alcohol and drugs to quell the fear and pain coursing through me.

  Once this process was in motion, judgment about my inability to deal with my situation would kick in and feelings of shame, guilt, and anger would flood my system. Then I would systematically punish myself for being weak by sabotaging everything good that came into my life.

  Does this pattern sound familiar? How often do we punish ourselves for not knowing better, for not making a smarter decision? How often do we heap guilt and shame on ourselves, destroying our lives because we feel powerless and ashamed? How often do we turn away from our problems instead of engaging in potential solutions?

  Once the awareness of these patterns took hold in me, I became passionate about finding out what drove them. I began to ask myself questions: What do I believe? How do I perceive the circumstances of my life? What are my dominant thought patterns? What began to emerge was a picture of a child that, like most children, took on her parents’ beliefs, perceptions, fears, and doubts. This is what we do as children. We develop attitudes, beliefs, ways of dealing with problems and challenges based on the beliefs, perspectives and coping mechanisms we observe in our parents. Then we carry these observed “skills” into adulthood.

  Most people are unaware of the profundity of this process because the patterns we develop sit in our unconscious. It is imperative, if we are to have any hope of changing our lives for the better, that we become aware of the negative beliefs, fears, and perspectives we take on as children. When we awaken to these patterns, we can begin to transform them, thus creating the opportunity to live our lives as empowered beings rather than victims.

  For me, it took being diagnosed with my third bout of cancer before I was willing to look beyond the physical reasons for my disease and discover the deeper beliefs, perceptions, and emotional issues at the core of my illness. Over time, these issues, left unattended, created fertile ground for cancer to thrive in my body. It took the stark realization that I could die in a year’s time for me to face the unacknowledged stresses contributing to my disease.

  One of the first steps in healing anything in our lives is to accept right where we are. This is especially true if where we are is not where we want to be. We cannot heal what we deny or are unwilling to accept. By denying what begs our attention, we create resistance. We then give power to that resistance and, as we all know, what we resist persists!

  For years, I resisted taking responsibility for my problems, my health, or my inability to stand in my own truth. Following the patterns established by my parents, I was afraid to confront the anger and fear that coursed through me. I had learned that problems are caused by something or someone outside myself. I used blame and criticism to point the finger in another direction. Others needed to change, not me.

  To distract myself from taking responsibility for my actions, I kept busy. When that didn’t work, I drank, watched too much television, or ate too much sugar. That did work, for a while. But “fixes” that originate in the ego-mind cannot last. What I perceived as coping strategies only led to my feeling powerless. It began to dawn on me that I must stop denying my feelings and blaming others. It was time to start looking inside myself for the answers to my problems.

  Making this important decision created an environment where growth could take place—an atmosphere where I could transform my experiences into gifts of peace, healing, and wellbeing. As my commitment to this work took hold, a part of me began to awaken, what I call a spiritual awakening. But make no mistake, it takes work, hard work, and a deep desire to heal your life as much as you desire to heal your cancer, or whatever illness your body may be expressing.

  The fear we carry about most disease is born in our lack of understanding of the power we possess to transform our lives. This knowledge is obscured by our distorted belief that we are powerless human beings rather than powerful God beings with the ability to transform and change our circumstances. We push away our ability to love and be loved. We live fast-paced, stressed-out lives. We eat lousy diets. We live in an environment that has been poisoned. Yes, genetic makeup can be a factor, but it is not the deciding factor. We are the deciding factor.

  When allowed the proper environment, the body will always gravitate towards health. It’s not only my responsibility to expose my body to the environment in which it can thrive, it is also a gift I can give myself each and every day.

  My story is not only about healing the cancer that threatened my life, but also about the transformation I experienced beyond my physical condition. Whether it was relationship issues or financial devastation, coming to terms with my reality became the gifts that transformed my world and ultimately my health.

  In the beginning stages of my diagnosis, I fought the cancer invading my body with a vengeance. Like most people, I wanted only one thing: to be rid of it. But over time, I realized this approach was not working. The cancer did go into remission for long periods of time, only to recur more severely. The third time I was diagnosed and told I wouldn’t survive much past a year without chemotherapy, I was devastated. But this time, instead of repeating the pattern of turning away from my problems and depending on doctors to cure me, the healer in me began to awaken. I needed to get real about what was happening in my life and set a course for wellness.

  It was in the early stages of this third diagnosis that I made the decision to embrace my cancer and allow it to teach me what I needed to learn. I made a commitment to heal my body of this disease once and for all. My desire to not only get well, but to create a harmonious body, mind, spirit connection became my passion. Once that passion was ignited, an internal shift began to take place.

  I learned there is a distinct difference between healing and curing. Healing denotes a movement toward harmony with the body, mind, and spirit. Curing, on the other hand, is a means to an end. Curing a disease implies the disease is gone. But it begs the question: gone forever, or gone temporarily?

  Healing involves the exploration and transformation of core issues that lead to illness. This exploration is done to move the physical disease-causing factors out of the body, transforming the consciousness that allowed the manifestation of disease in the first place. We must heal the negative thoughts and beliefs that threaten to contaminate our bodies. We must change the diets that poison and weaken our immune system. And we must eliminate the chemical toxins and other ecological factors that destroy our environment and our bodies.

  When I was first diagnosed with cancer, healing was not part of my consciousness. I wanted only one thing—to be cured. I was scared, confused, and angry at my body’s betrayal. I searched for a doctor who would give me answers and not only fix me, but also take responsibility for making me well. But after a long, exhaustive search with no lasting results, it dawned on me that the surgical procedures and recommended drugs were methods meant to treat my symptoms only. They were not meant to stop the cancer for good. The fixes being offered were temporary at best, aimed at curing the cancer rather than healing the whole of me. These methods were not targeted at the underlying issues that helped create the imbalance and the opportunity for disease to appear in the first place. In this realization was born a deep foreboding that I was unable to shake—this model of treating disease would not be enough to stop the assault on my body.

  I realized the choices and decisions I’d made throughout my life had led to this moment. Perhaps, I thought, my past experience might hold the key to my present circumstance. Maybe by looking more closely at my life history, I might be able to better understand the beliefs that had determined my choices. If I could understand the how and why of my decisions, why I believed certain things about myself and my world, why my system felt so overwhelmed all the time, it might give me a foundation from which to work. I knew diving into my past would not be a pleasant journey. Nevertheless, it was the journey I had to take if I was going to heal my cancer and reclaim my life. For me, it was now or never.


  Part One

  Living in the Dark


  1

  Journey to the Past

  Looking honestly at my life to the point where healing my cancer became my passion, I realized pain and struggle had been central themes. Once confronted with an unpleasant problem or situation, I would go into fight or flight mode. For days on end I would ruminate about how life was unfair and no one understood me. So convinced that life was against me, I created more and more problems to support my theory.

  Lacking any insight into what I was doing or why I processed things the way I did, I had no hope of transcending this pattern. After years of living this way, I was exhausted. I started to believe life wasn’t worth living. Then, without warning, came my third diagnosis of cancer, and immediately the words “careful what you wish for” flashed through my mind.

  Although I had been contemplating the idea of ending the struggle once and for all, when it came right down to it, I wanted to live. Now, I actually had to do something about it. I started to ask myself questions I had never asked before: Why do I struggle every day with the simplest of problems? Why am I afraid to face my life? Why can’t I be happy? Why am I bent on destroying myself? Granted, these were tough questions, but in retrospect, I realize that because of my willingness to face my fears, I was beginning to open to the possibility that this journey might lead me to the heart of my disease.

  I somehow knew the only way to uncover the answers to these questions was to look into my past. The first image that came to mind was me, at age seven. That’s when I realized I was different from other people, especially my family. Two brothers—one older, one younger—and a controlling father didn’t leave much room for a sensitive intuit.

  I was the child who challenged my parents, seeing and feeling things that others in my family didn’t even acknowledge. My life was a series of stifled emotions and unexpressed feelings that caused me to act out. My behavior was confusing and seemed irrational to my frustrated parents, leading them to dub me the “troublemaker.” With this label continually affirmed, I began to believe it. I also believed the companion thought, that there must be something wrong with me. These concepts took hold, shaping my behavior, and I came to accept that I was a bad person.

  A large part of my childhood was spent trying to protect myself from my angry, controlling, volatile father whose use of a belt was his way of communicating. At the same time, I tried to get my emotionally detached mother to respond to my needs. It wasn’t until after my father’s death that I learned my mother was as lonely and scared as I was. This was the main reason she wasn’t emotionally available when I needed her. She couldn’t be there for herself, let alone for me. My father’s passing gave us the opportunity to discuss many issues between us that had been dismissed. Thankfully, this brought with it the healing I craved, and now we have a healthy, loving relationship rooted in emotional honesty and compassion.
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