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To five generations of love and healing in my family, and to you, my reader, may you find that these words help heal your body and guide your soul. You are here for a reason.




        
            
            Over the course of eight decades in medicine and ten on the planet, I’ve worked with thousands of people. I’ve included many of their stories here, as best as I can remember them. In the interest of privacy, I’ve changed many of their names, shifted crucial details in their stories, and in some cases combined several people’s experiences into one. What I haven’t changed is the profound soul transformation I witnessed in them and the equally profound effect each of them has had on my own soul’s path.

            

        




FOREWORD [image: ] Mark Hyman, MD


When I first met Dr. Gladys, I knew I was encountering one of the great healers and wise elders of our time. Countless others have had the same reaction when meeting her. One has the sense that this is a person who has a profound understanding of the human condition—its joys and its sorrows, its inevitable struggles and its savored celebrations. She’s a natural healer with an uncommon warmth and hard-earned wisdom. Meeting Dr. Gladys in these pages is no different. Her first popular book is over a hundred years in the making, and it was worth the wait. Dr. Gladys is a global pioneer who has helped transform our very definition of health and healing. Her extraordinary book will offer millions of readers the simple yet revolutionary secrets to discover true health and happiness at any age.

Dr. Gladys has spent nearly eighty years in the medical field–or more, if you count her unofficial training in assisting her medical missionary parents as they tended to some of the most vulnerable and disenfranchised patients in India. Dr. Gladys has long been known as the mother of holistic medicine, although “grandmother” or perhaps “great-grandmother” would be more accurate now. After training as a doctor during World War II, facing significant sexism as one of the pioneering women in the field, she went on to form the American Holistic Medical Association in 1978 as the only female founding member. Her boundless curiosity in exploring effective alternative practices led her to study a range of healing methods from Western, Eastern, and Indigenous cultures and apply them to her practice, long before such an approach was practiced by other physicians. Her belief in honoring mothers and demedicalizing natural processes led her to champion safe home births throughout the 1960s and 1970s. Dr. Gladys was also an early advocate of nutrition in the allopathic field, realizing that what we eat affects every cell in our body–an understanding that has had an important influence on generations of doctors. Finally, her belief that our illnesses can offer us insight into our lives and our souls’ growth remains radical in the medical field.

The Well-Lived Life will become a classic not just for generations of patients and practitioners, but also for people who are simply longing for a richer and happier life. Like Dr. Gladys herself, it seems to speak as much to the aches of the soul as to those of the body. This book explores the deepest source of where illness and health, dis-ease and well-being originate. The healing she advocates for is as much spiritual as physical. Dr. Gladys explains that true health is about transforming our relationship with life’s inevitable challenges, suffering, and illnesses so that we can experience profound joy and fulfillment.

Providing a road map for how to experience all that life has to offer, Dr. Gladys models everything she teaches. She gives readers a shining example of life as it is meant to be experienced: as a moving, evolving process where we spend our energy wildly and “age into health.” In a world that is often anti-aging, Dr. Gladys offers us a positive vision of what our inevitable march of years can become—a source of ever greater joy and fulfillment as we continue to learn and fulfill our soul’s true purpose. In other words, how we can live our best life in every moment, so that when our days come to their eventual end, we can know they were truly well-lived.

Dr. Gladys’s six secrets are brought to life by her inspiring personal stories and those of her patients, many of whom experience truly miraculous healing. Her patients don’t just heal their diseases, they heal their lives. This book is the culmination of everything Dr. Gladys has learned and taught for a century. And while many may consider her life well-lived, it’s worth noting that she’s not done living it yet. Dr. Gladys lives a more active life than many half her age, and she still has a ten-year plan. As she proudly states, at nearly 102, she’s just getting started.
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I turned 102 this year. As a doctor in her second century, I am often asked the secret of a long, healthy, happy life. Do I run? Do Pilates? Eat cake?

No, I don’t run. I do occasionally do Pilates. And yes—I do eat cake. In fact, I really love cake. I even popped out of one for my ninety-fifth birthday.

After nearly eight decades in medicine, I’ve treated many patients who were so bent on finding the perfect diet that they made themselves sick; others who were so afraid of dying that they nearly gave up living; and almost all of them hoping I might tell them what to put into their smoothies so they could live forever—or at least an extra few years.

Unfortunately, even after more than a hundred years on this planet, I still have yet to discover a secret ingredient that has been proven to ensure a long and healthy life—well, not one you can put into a blender, anyway.

But I can help you discover the secrets of true health and happiness. They have nothing to do with vitamins or supplements. Instead, they’re based on a simple shift in perspective.

Over my many decades in practice, I’ve come to understand that the point of medicine—and of life—is quite different from what I was taught in medical school. Most people think that the role of medicine is simply to promote physical well-being through putting a stop to whatever ails us. Yet the greater aim is to create a suitably healthy environment—the body—in which the soul can fulfill its purpose.

Each of us came here to do something. And as I see it, true health has nothing to do with diagnosing a disease or prolonging life just for the sake of it; it’s about finding out who we are, paying attention to how we’re called to grow and change, and listening to what makes our heart sing.

This perspective reflects my larger philosophy: that each individual is part of a greater whole. Just as all the cells in our body work together to sustain life, all living things work together to create the universe we live in. Each of us is therefore both unique and essential.

To understand this broader and more complete view of illness and healing—and of life itself—we need to understand how well-being really works. Contrary to what the medical establishment believes, doctors don’t heal patients; only patients can heal themselves. As doctors, we apply skill, knowledge, and ingenuity to treating our patients. We care deeply about people, and we funnel that compassion into our work. This is our sacred role on Earth. Yet ultimately, the best doctors know that healing comes from within.

This may be a surprising admission to hear from a medical doctor like myself. Yet I’m no stranger to alternative views on health. I was born to osteopathic physicians—my mother was one of the first women to graduate with a DO, and my father was both a DO and an MD. They raised me in India, where I was exposed to a wider range of experiences than most of the peers I trained with in medical school. Starting in the 1950s, alongside my husband, Dr. Bill McGarey, I began to research and discuss ideas that were cutting edge at the time: the thought that we are souls having a human experience, that some part of us is interconnected with other people, and that we come here as part of a personal and collective mission of growth and healing. Bill and I were part of the small team that cofounded the American Holistic Medical Association in 1978 with the goal of bringing a holistic understanding—one that unites body, mind, and spirit—to modern Western medicine. I’ve remained dedicated to that mission ever since.

It’s important to note right at the start that holistic medicine is not necessarily what we call alternative medicine; it incorporates a variety of healing modalities, including the allopathic treatments that many know as modern medicine or Western medicine.

The term holistic medicine refers not to the strategy but to the approach. It’s about treating the whole patient, not just the disease. It’s about seeing each individual as a complete and complex being, one with a unique set of physical, psychological, and spiritual characteristics, as well as a personal set of goals to complete in his or her lifetime. The word holistic combines whole and holy, not in a specifically religious sense but in a way that deeply respects the perfection of each human soul and sees the body as an instrument that assists the soul in its tasks. Diseases and symptoms—from simple aches and pains to metastatic cancer—are also part of that perfect design. By showing us where the body is hurt, they show us precisely where the soul needs to work next.

That’s why when someone comes in with a headache, I might ask him about his dreams, or when someone comes in with a chronic illness, we might spend our session talking about what happened to her in her childhood. It’s the reason many of my patients don’t just come to me to discuss only their physical challenges but their emotional and spiritual challenges, too. Each of us is a complex ecosystem of thoughts, feelings, beliefs, and sensations, all of which play into our state of health. I’m not just interested in relieving my patients’ symptoms; I’m interested in helping them see their current distress in the context of the greater journey their soul is undertaking.

Life’s challenges point us to the part of our soul that is ready to transform. As an acute form of challenge, suffering is a blaring siren that is sure to get our attention. It screams, “Wake up! Pay attention! You have work to do!” Of course, each of us can work to avoid suffering, and we should. But when we approach our own suffering with curiosity, asking it what it may have to teach us, it takes on new meaning. This is true of any kind of suffering—physical, emotional, and spiritual.

When the holistic medical profession says that the mind can influence the body, some people worry that we are saying that the patient caused his or her illness. Others hear that we can learn from our suffering and think that means we deserve it. I understand that people might misinterpret this approach, so I want to clarify: I am not encouraging martyrdom or suggesting that suffering is deserved. I’m also not suggesting that shifting your perspective is the only part of the work. When you have a broken bone, it may need to be reset; when society has a major problem, it may need to be uprooted. Yet even as we work to attend to the physical realities of our bodies and our world, some degree of suffering is unavoidable, so we may as well use it to guide us forward.

This is because although our well-being is related to the challenges we face, it isn’t entirely governed by them. Many people live with diseases and even great pain while remaining joyfully connected to their purpose. Others are disease-free and still wake up not wanting to be alive. Health doesn’t require us to live in a problem-free body, just as happiness doesn’t require us to experience a problem-free life. Health and happiness are about being so connected to our own life force that we feel we fit into the world around us.

True health is about living with the world around us as an engaged, participatory experience. It’s about cooperating with the living force within us: our will, our desire to be here and to share our gifts with the world. Our willingness to do so becomes our sense of purpose, and once we have that, our souls can be healthy in any state.

In this book, I will guide you in finding and activating your healing and your learning throughout your life so that you can live each day to the fullest. I will share with you the six profound secrets that can help us in the process that I call turning toward life. But you are ultimately in charge of the process. You are the one living your life, and in the end, you are the one who can truly heal it. Your health and vitality—and, yes, your purpose and your happiness, as well—depend on creating a doctor-patient relationship with your own self where you are listening closely to what feeds you and brings you joy, as well as prescribing, for yourself, the healing you most need.

If I could distill my life’s work—and my purpose in writing this book—into one sentence, it’s this: To be truly alive, we must find the life force within ourselves and direct our energy toward it. This shifts our orientation, calling us to face everything in life and engage with it. You may be thinking to yourself: I engage with my life! After all, I’m the one living it! But I’m referring to a joyful, participatory engagement that extends to every breath and every moment. I’m talking about dancing a two-step with life itself, finding our willingness and our positivity to keep dancing no matter what it throws our way. When life gets tough, we don’t drag our feet; instead, we become curious and we engage even more. Even in the depths of our challenge, we still have access to gratitude.

Along the way, I’ll introduce you to some of the incredible patients whom I have had the privilege to support as they connected more deeply with their soul’s purpose, embraced joy more fully, and learned how to accept love and care from sometimes unlikely sources. In some cases, their healing was nothing short of miraculous, but there was a science behind those seeming miracles. It involved their aligning with the life energy within themselves.

You’ll notice that each of those people had to actively participate in their healing. They had to shift their perspective willingly, using whatever life force they had. I treated them all with love as I helped them face their challenges. Some healed from their physical malady, while others learned to make peace with a chronic condition. Some eventually died, while others lived nearly as long as I have. All got closer to their soul health. They reconnected with their reason for living, and they lived well.

In addition to these stories from my practice, I’ll share stories from outside the clinic. My unusual life path has taken me all over the world, and it’s been long enough to give me some good stories to tell. I get as much purpose from my role as a mother, grandmother, great-grandmother, and now even great-great-grandmother as I have from my role as a doctor, so I’ve included bits about that as well. I learn something new every day, and I’ve had many opportunities to practice what I preach.

I was also blessed to be influenced by a host of extraordinary people. I’ll introduce you to my parents, Dr. John Taylor and Dr. Magdelene Elizabeth “Beth” Siehl Taylor, who were pioneering osteopaths and people of faith. They devoted their lives to treating underserved populations in India and raised me and my four siblings there between world wars I and II. You’ll meet two of those siblings—my brother Dr. Carl Taylor and my sister, Margaret Taylor Courtwright—both of whom joyfully faced every moment right up until they died. You’ll meet my uncompromising Aunt Belle and Harday, our beloved nanny, whom we called “Ayah.” (Ayah and her husband, Dar, who cooked for us, were members of our family, though I acknowledge that we would likely call her by a different name today.) You’ll also encounter several familiar names of trailblazing public figures whose lives serendipitously intersected with mine.

As you read the stories of my patients and my life, I hope you’ll be able to make more sense of your own. It’s my intention to help you explore what might be happening to you, so you can understand your own unique body and soul and take charge of your own life and healing. I’ve treated thousands of patients, and no two were the same. You’re forging your own path in life. Your soul is on its own sacred mission, housed in your unique and brilliant body, and only you can direct that process.

Through these stories, you’ll connect with my six secrets on a personal level. Much of my philosophy used to be on the edge of accepted truth, but science is catching up! I maintain that it’s important for us to embrace science, because it provides us a clear, concrete way of understanding the world. I’m pro-science because I’m pro-question—I like to dig into things and figure them out. At the same time, being pro-question means understanding that there is plenty that science hasn’t explained yet. It’s always worth asking a question, even if we don’t yet know the answer.

I’ll also help you ground my six secrets in your heart and body through a series of simple exercises. Each secret includes a small contemplative practice, which I encourage you to do however you see fit—on a walk, with pen and paper, or any other way that calls you. None of these is a cure-all; they’re more of what my mother would call “make-dos,” which ask us to make the most of what we have been given. And they certainly aren’t homework, because I always hated homework! Instead, they are small practices that can inspire a new, holistic perspective on how to live life well.

Hopefully, if you practice them enough times, these exercises can become habits that you can bring into your daily life. You are welcome to adapt them however you need, because if you take one thing from this book, I hope it’s that you are absolutely capable of directing your own health and healing as well as your own life and learning. I believe that it isn’t enough to just talk about these ideas, we also need to live them—we need to make them real by feeling them in our bodies. So as you’re thinking about these topics, I’ve offered simple ways for you to act them out, feeling into them through embodied practice.

If you’ve picked up this book, you’re already on the journey of aligning with your soul and connecting with your purpose. But none of us can do this alone—especially not right now.

Throughout our lives, many of us find ourselves asking deep, burning questions: Who am I, truly? Why am I here? How should I spend my days—doing what, and with whom? When this is all over, what is going to have made life worth living? Faced with uncertainty from all angles, these questions feel even more urgent today.

I want you to access the wisdom deep inside you that enjoys engaging with these questions and isn’t in a rush to answer them. I want to help you see what’s possible when you connect with your own truth—no matter what anyone else has to say about it.

Before we get started, I have a story to share.

In early 1930, I was onboard a train from Delhi to Bombay (now Mumbai) with my family, feeling sorry for myself to be returning to the United States, where I would be subjected to ironed dresses and proper manners and other things my wild-hearted being just couldn’t bear. I’d finally had a teacher I liked at school and was devastated to leave, but my parents assured me that we’d be back soon enough. They had been granted a furlough, and we were going to stay near my father’s family wheat farm in Kansas. Little did I know that when we were there, the Great Depression would begin, grounding us in Kansas for more than two years—at nine, I could not comprehend such things. All I knew was that we were leaving India, saying goodbye to Ayah and Dar, and going to a faraway land I had visited only once and didn’t remember.

My dusty face was pressed against the bars of the window, watching the beloved land of my birth go by, when the train started to slow. A crowd had gathered along the railroad tracks, following a procession ahead. The women were dressed in their best clothes, and children were dancing and throwing flowers. Up ahead, in the first-class part of the train, everyone continued to sit primly as if nothing were happening. But in the third-class car, where we were sitting, people were climbing out of the windows and running to join the crowd; others ran along the tops of the train cars, their feet thundering on the metal roof.

As the train inched forward and overtook the procession, the people marching ahead began to come into view. In front, there was a small man wearing a simple white dhoti—a cloth wrapped around his waist and thighs—and carrying a larthi, a wooden staff. Though the sun beat down on him, he sauntered along with joy, fully engaged in his life and purpose. By then people had begun to shout his name, but I already knew I was seeing the legend my parents had told me about with such respect, the man who was lifting the people out of their oppression and into the light of empowerment: Gandhiji.

The train stopped, and after hours of feeling its monotonous rumble through my body, the sudden stillness felt electric.

Just then, a child ran up to the mahatma holding a flower. Gandhi stopped, bent down, and received it. As he did, I saw love emanating from his whole being. He stood up to continue marching and looked back over the crowd, viewing not only the people on the ground and rooftops but those of us with our faces pressed against the window bars. And I swear that for a second, he looked directly at me.

I have known love in my life many times over. But the love of that man will never leave me. It felt as if he saw my sadness at leaving India, my fear, my hope, and accepted all of it. He looked at me with an unforgettable love—one that recognized my very soul.

He turned and led the march away.

I was witnessing Gandhi’s historic Salt March, or Salt Satyagraha, in which he led a nonviolent protest against the British heavily taxing salt.

If I could give you one thing right now, it would be that same unforgettable love, the kind that recognizes and accepts everything that you are. That love carries the hope for the future. It carries the meaning of many lessons, giving purpose to impossible struggle, signaling the turning point when the force of life swells up and pushes us into a new paradigm.

Whoever you are reading this, please know that I have profound respect for what you came here to do. I hold delicately everything you have been through, and I feel deeply hopeful for what is to come. I can guide you with my six secrets and offer you all the love in the world.

The rest is up to you.
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Chapter 1 [image: ] THE JUICE


I remember the exact moment I first found my juice.

My parents were missionaries near Mussoorie, India, midway up in the Himalayas. From the age of five onward, I was sent with my older siblings to the only English-speaking school in the region, which largely served the children of missionaries, government officials, and officers of the British army. I was a bit of a grubby kid—my mother and my nanny, Ayah, did their best to make sure I was clean and dressed properly, but I did my best to undo their work. I preferred playing in the dirt and climbing trees to playing with dolls or reading books. I liked listening to stories, but I didn’t like reading them—every time I looked at the letters, they would swim around on the page, so I couldn’t really ever understand what the printed words meant.

At the time, we didn’t have a word for this challenge. Today it’s called dyslexia. But I spent my early years in school thinking that I was stupid, an idea that was promoted by my first-grade teacher, who would often single me out for my mistakes. I did so poorly in her class that I had to take it twice, and her opinion of me left a deep impression on my sense of self-worth.

Looking back, my struggle seems quite sweet. The fact that I went on to have the career I have had makes it clear in hindsight that it was just a short chapter in my young life. But at the time I struggled mightily. I truly believed I was stupid. I mean, sure, I thought that teacher was even stupider than I was, but I really worried about how I’d be able to make it in the world if I couldn’t learn such a simple thing as how to read. Most of all, I worried about my ability to follow my parents into practicing medicine, which was my greatest dream.

I also had an awful time making friends. I was terribly lonely and would count the steps as I walked up the hill home every day after school, waiting until I could curl up under Ayah’s shawl to cry.

I spent those two long first-grade years waiting for the winter, when we would all pack up into our caravan and go off into the plains to work. I loved nothing more than the time spent in the mobile camps where my parents treated patients. Ours was a bustling traveling community, to which people from all over the countryside—most of them from the lowest castes of India’s oppressive system—would come to receive medical care. The caste system had labeled them “untouchable,” which my parents found both inaccurate and tragic. I never understood it either—how could Ayah be “untouchable,” when a hug from her was the most wonderful thing in the world? How could Dar, or anyone else, be untouchable, for that matter—anyone at all? My parents also worked with people with leprosy, known today as Hansen’s disease, and with women, who often couldn’t receive care elsewhere. Most of the people they treated had never seen a doctor before, and very few of them had any money.

That commitment made our camp a busy hub to which people could come not only to receive treatment but to receive love, kindness, and community. We would work from dawn until the hottest hours of the day, rest, and then work again until nightfall. Then we would all sit around the campfire together, telling stories under a blanket of stars.

It seemed that everyone in the area knew when we were around, and they knew my parents would take on any patient who needed help. One day my father took my older brothers hunting, which meant it was up to me, Margaret, and our younger brother, Gordon, to help our mother in the medicine tent. I loved assisting her, helping people with infected wounds, chronic illness, and broken bones. I was proud of the fact that my mother was a doctor. I also felt that I had already seen almost everything in my first eight years of life. But that day, we got a patient we never expected.

Around midday, a commotion began. Then a young man walked into the camp leading a wounded elephant! My mother went to greet him and tried to explain that she was not a veterinarian. But the man told her that he was a very special elephant, the rajah’s favorite to ride on a hunt. Some time before, the elephant had stepped on a bamboo stump and injured its foot. The wound simply would not heal. Though the rajah normally had his animals treated by the caretakers, he knew my parents were in the area, and he had instructed the man, who was the elephant’s trainer, not to return until they had treated the elephant personally.

My mother had never worked with an elephant before, yet she was not one to shy away from a challenge. With a gentle yet confident tone, she started by talking to the elephant as she would to any other nervous patient. “Let’s have a look here,” she said in a soothing voice. “I’ll be gentle. I can see it hurts a good deal.” She looked carefully at the elephant’s left front foot, gingerly touching the tender pad. It was in fact quite infected, and she deduced that a splinter of the bamboo must still be inside. It was exciting but slightly intimidating to be close to such a majestic animal. I was surprised by his gentle energy as I ran my hand along his wrinkled skin and smooth tusks.

Sensing my desire to help, my mother sent me to get forceps, potassium permanganate, and a large copper syringe. I first brought the forceps and the biggest syringe we had in our set of supplies. My mother was still speaking in her soothing tone—“There, there, you’re doing a wonderful job”—as the elephant stood, patient and blinking.

I then went back into the medical tent to prepare the antiseptic solution. I got a large bottle of potassium permanganate down from a shelf—our medical tent was always meticulously organized—and put it beside the jug of water we kept there. Then I measured out the solution carefully, filling an entire basin with the purple liquid while avoiding contact with the strong chemical, which I knew would scald my skin if undiluted. I lifted the heavy, wide basin in my hands and slowly walked back outside, taking care to not slosh the liquid onto the uneven ground below. When I returned, I found the elephant standing quietly as he watched my mother probe for the bamboo wood lodged deep in the smooth gray pad of his front foot. He patiently allowed her to remove the long splinter and irrigate the infection underneath. I could understand why the rajah loved that elephant so much. He was so well mannered that he didn’t even flinch.

When she had finished cleaning the wound, my mother smeared an ointment on it to complete the treatment. Elephants are expressive animals, and that one seemed pleased—so pleased, in fact, that when it was time for the man to take him over to the Ganges River to cool off, the elephant reached down with his trunk to lift Margaret, who squealed with delight and fear, right up into the air. We held our breath. But he proceeded to plop her down onto his back, and we exhaled with relief. Then he reached down for me.

Seeing what had happened to Margaret, I wasn’t afraid. I relished the leathery curve that snaked around me, feeling the powerful muscle that made his nose so wildly different from my own. I had seen many elephants before and watched them feed themselves from trees and lift their young—but I had never touched one of their impressive trunks or imagined what it would feel like to have one squeeze around me. I didn’t have long to ponder that, though, because in short order I found myself sitting beside my sister, the elephant’s back wide beneath me. Then he reached down for our brother Gordon, who put his small hands around my waist when he arrived behind me. And off we went! We rode down to the river as the other camp children followed, and when we arrived, the elephant playfully sprayed us all. Though the water was usually off limits due to the snakes and crocodiles, the adults knew that none would come near us with the elephant there, so we stayed and played with him all afternoon.

The next day, the man brought the elephant back to camp so my mother could check the wound for signs of infection. The elephant went straight to her and wrapped his trunk around her waist, lifting her up into the air as he had me and my siblings. For the rest of the week, the elephant visited every day and, as if to demonstrate his gratitude, greeted my mother with a big trunk hug, to which she responded with her usual humor, laughing as she joyfully called out, “Now, be a good boy and put me down!” Afterward, we would all go to the river to play, sometimes riding the elephant through the shallows, other times screaming as he showered us with water from his trunk.

It was a pivotal time in my life. When I started school the following year, I was pleased to find that I didn’t hate it so much after all.

Helping my mother treat the elephant helped me discover that I was born to be a doctor. Though dyslexia always made school hard for me, I learned that it has no bearing on my intelligence. My new teacher understood my dilemma and found a way to teach me to read, and knowing that I would need to be able to as a medical student gave me the courage to follow her direction. I began to believe in myself again. That understanding brought me the rest of the way through school, then college, and then medical school.

Like my parents, healing gave me an opportunity to interact with the world in a positive and meaningful way. When I was carrying the purple solution out to that elephant, I connected so deeply with my joy that I realized my school troubles wouldn’t stop me—I’d find a way to make it through. I knew I was important and needed. I felt I was a part of things.

We all deserve to feel this way. Each of us is here for a reason, to learn and grow and to give our gifts. When we are able to do so, we’re filled with the creative life energy that I call the “juice.”

The juice is our reason for living. It’s our fulfillment, our joy. It’s what happens when life is activated by love. It’s the energy we get from the things that matter and mean something to us. It’s what my parents got from their work with underserved populations, and it’s the first secret I share with you: You are here for a reason. Each of us is here to connect with our unique gifts; this is what activates our desire to be alive. Achieving this connection isn’t necessarily the point. The search counts for far more.

The process of “finding our juice” keeps us vital.

This concept isn’t new—nor is the idea that it’s related to health. Numerous Eastern philosophies have noted that there is a certain energy tied to well-being; it’s been called both prana and chi. Western philosophers may refer to something more theoretical, such as motivation or purpose. Emergency medical workers and hospice care professionals often describe juice as a will to live, because when a person loses it, he or she starts to die. Though being juiced doesn’t ensure perfect health, running out or losing our juice is often a major obstacle to feeling good.

We’re all called to find our juice through our daily contribution to the world. Certain activities and pursuits bring us more juice, and this varies from person to person. Some people find a vocation that lights them up, and they spend their whole careers pinching themselves and thinking “I can’t believe I’m getting paid for this!” Others work less juicy jobs to make a living and pursue their passions off the clock. Still others, such as unpaid caregivers, contribute to society in other important ways while still connecting with their unique sense of purpose.

Though there is no one way or one area of life to find our juice, we all need to find it; it’s a vital part of our life force. Without juice, it’s hard to feel joy, and both physical and mental health start to waver. This is part of why I often find myself asking patients what they have to live for, because if they can’t answer this question, I can often only relieve their symptoms temporarily. I may fix what’s wrong, but I can’t necessarily make it right.

If we’re lucky, we’ve experienced juice plenty of times in our lives. Yet just as often, many of us find our juice seems to run out. This can be a shocking and notable experience. But it can also be much subtler, like a car that putters, sputters, and runs out of gas.






Chapter 2 [image: ] WHY AM I HERE?


Not everyone finds their path as young as I did. Many struggle to find out who they really are and what gives them juice. It can be something that lives inside us right under the surface, but feels just beyond our reach. That was the case for James.

James was a recent computer science graduate who was not sure what to do next. I had treated him and his parents for many years. He had come to see me at his mother’s urging, but after a quick history and physical it was clear that there was nothing wrong—at least with his body. He had a Walkman clipped to his jeans—yes, it was that long ago—and wore the headphones around his neck as his eyes darted around the room nervously.

“What is worrying you, James?”

“I just don’t know what to do with my life. I have this degree and student loans to pay, but I’m just not interested in any of the job listings.”

“Do you like computers?”

“Not really, but I know computers are a big thing. My father is an engineer, and he thinks it’s a safe career. The way the world is going, I’m not sure any place is safe.”

“What do you want to do?”

“I don’t know,” he said, but I suspected that some part of his unconscious mind might. It just wasn’t safe for him to admit it, even to himself.

“Have you had any dreams?”

He told me that he occasionally dreamed about a tall cactus but didn’t remember anything else, so I suggested we do a visualization, and he agreed. I said, “Close your eyes and look around you. Can you see a path? It could be cobblestones, a dirt trail, a paved road, even a sidewalk.”

Jim furrowed his brow, then his forehead went slack. “There,” he whispered.

“Start to walk down the path. Take one step, and then another and another,” I said. “Now look around. This is your path. What do you see on it?”

“I’m up on the mesa,” Jim said quietly after a minute.

“Look way up ahead. What do you see there?”

Jim’s brow furrowed again. “I see that cactus. I hear some drumming. I don’t know.” He opened his eyes. “Dr. Gladys, I just don’t know. There’s so much I need to figure out. I asked my parents if I could go up to the mesa and camp by myself, but they are nervous. They want to know if I’m on drugs. I just want to be alone and connect with nature.”

“I think you should go. If your parents have a problem, have them call me.”

I saw James at the supermarket several weeks later, and he told me he had gone up onto the mesa by himself. He said it had been a vision quest. He told me he had heard drumming in his head the whole time he was there and that he knew what he wanted to do. He wanted to become a musician, and he was going to enroll in graduate school for music production. I could see the light sparkling in his eyes. He was filled with juice.

“What do your parents think?”

“They are worried about me being a starving musician with my debt, but they’ve agreed for me to try it for a year and see if I can make it in music.”

As James’s story shows, sometimes finding our juice pushes us to go through a transition in life. It shows us who we really are. This may require us to make a change, start doing something new, or stop doing something we’ve done for quite some time.

In other cases, very little external shift is needed.

Lilian had everything and nothing at the same time. She was sitting right there next to me, but her mind seemed far away when she said, “There’s just something wrong with me, I’m sure of it.”

I’d been her doctor for many years and had also treated other members of her family, and they generally seemed like a happy bunch. Her grown children were polite and successful. Her marriage was secure. She was well connected in the community and enjoyed volunteering for a local nonprofit serving low-income children.

Though Lilian had presented various symptoms in the past, all of which had been resolved, her current complaints were vague. Maybe she was sick, she suggested, or there was a tumor we didn’t know about. She thought perhaps she was in the early stages of an autoimmune disorder or her hormones were out of balance. She was unwell, she was just sure of it, and she trusted me to help her figure it out.

I began by asking Lilian about her symptoms more specifically. Did her head hurt? No. How about her digestion? Fine, regular, no problems. Was any part of her body in pain? Not really; she felt herself aging, so she occasionally noticed a little twinge here or there, but nothing in particular. I probed for psychological symptoms next, asking if she was sleeping well (yes) and whether she had been experiencing panic attacks or depression (no). But she just felt… bad. “I just don’t have energy for anything anymore,” she explained. “I’ve been put in charge of the annual fundraiser for the children’s society, but I can hardly complete the work—it just feels like I’m going through the motions.”

Lilian isn’t the only patient to share this kind of experience—they can’t quite describe the exact symptoms, which sometimes shift every day. Some weeks it’s aches and pains that seem to affect everything. Sometimes they just seem devoid of energy. Sometimes they just feel unengaged. Lilian couldn’t name any of that, but she seemed to be suffering from all three.

Finally I asked her what was really going on. “Lilian,” I said gently, “what do you think is wrong?”

She looked down at her soft, manicured hands. It took her a minute to answer, and I could tell that she was searching deep inside herself to name something she had not yet been able to define. In those long seconds, we waited together.

Then she said it. “I guess I don’t have anything to live for anymore.”

Her words hung thick in the air as we both breathed in their gravity.

After a few seconds, Lilian cut through the silence, attempting to explain. “I mean, I have everything in my life I’ve always wanted,” she said. “I like my life. I have nothing to complain about. But—” She faltered and gazed around the room, touching the delicate necklace she wore at her throat as though trying to put her finger on the nature of her dissatisfaction.
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