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Alpha Omega Labs:  Book Review

Love, Medicine and Miracles  (1986)
Lessons Learned About Self-Healing From a Surgeon’s Experience with Exceptional Patients

By Bernie S. Siegel, M.D.

I. Minding the Body

1. The Privileged Listener.  In the 70s, Bernie Siegel had been a surgeon for ten years, and yet his dissatisfaction with what he was doing was growing.  He considered going into another field, but eventually he realized that he needed to change his approach to the field he was in. At a seminar by the Simontons’, Siegel met his own inner guide during meditation, “George,” who suggested to Siegel that he stay in surgery but change his approach entirely.  He began hardly knowing what he was doing, asking his patients to call him “Bernie,” and shaving his head.  It gradually became clear that what was happening was that Siegel was opening himself up to his patients emotionally in an attempt to better help them.  He began noticing their conditions, their feelings, and treating them as human beings. Thus he became the privileged listener, hearing things from patients that he had not heard before.  This personal openness and investment in his patients’ lives brought Siegel and his patients much better health and satisfaction.  Soon he had started Exceptional Cancer Patients, or ECaP, and patients began healing, he writes, “before my eyes.”

2. The Healing Partnership.  Siegel begins with the placebo effect, pointing out that if a patient expects good of a treatment, then the treatment will likely be a success.  Wanting your patients to heal is part of the healing partnership.  We must stop the mechanistic mentality (originating in medical school) that treats each patient as a diagnosis, he advises.  Trusting your doctor is vital to results and recovery.  Siegel suggests that no doctor should ever estimate life expectancy, because only the patient can determine how long he or she will live.  And it has been shown that physicians’ attitudes also affect the patients’ success, even during surgery or under anesthesia.  Therefore, developing a healing relationship with the patient became of paramount importance to Siegel’s practice, resulting in knowing which questions to ask, the right things to say to support the patient and family, and ultimately, healthier, happier patients.

3. Disease and the Mind.  It is clear that how much a patient esteems his or herself determines how well that patient will take care of themselves.  Related to that idea is the mind-body link, overwhelmingly overlooked in technological medicine.  Some of the mind’s effects are subconscious, and take effect directly on the body tissue without anyone knowing the difference.  Stress, a monotonous, unfulfilling lifestyle, and loss can also stimulate effects in the body.  Most people bottle their emotions up inside, instead of finding an acceptable outlet for them.  The problem was, Siegel saw, that most people did not grow up in loving environments, and thus received destructive psychological programming.  There is indeed a psychological profile for cancer, and it includes a predisposition toward melancholy, repressed emotions, or recent tragedy.

4. The Will to Live.  This chapter examines the feelings following a cancer diagnosis, which can range from extreme denial to a resignation to death.  To assess a patient’s will to live, Siegel writes, ask them four questions.  Do you want to live to be 100?  What happened to you in the year or two before your illness?  What does the illness mean to you?  Why did you need the illness?  These questions serve to give the patient and doctor a better understanding of the emotional and/or spiritual circumstances surrounding the illness.  We are also constantly receiving messages from our unconscious, Siegel notes, so a good way to access those feelings is to ask patients to draw a picture of themselves, their treatment, and anything else they feel relevant.  This bypasses the consciousness of words and accesses imagery, which can reveal more complex feelings.

Part II—Embodying the Mind

5. Beginning the Journey.  Here Siegel stresses that a patient must take responsibility for their own health almost as soon as the diagnosis is known, and that way there is a better chance that the patient will be able to fight off the disease.  A doctor can help by not forcing treatment options or beliefs onto patients, but listening, presenting information, and sharing pain.  What a patient believes is what will heal or hurt them.  For instance, if a patient believes radiation or chemotherapy is poison and it will kill them, then it might end up doing just that.  Tools to fight cancer include nutrition, exercise, play, and laughter.  Seigel endorses the widely accepted guidelines for nutrition: reducing fat, increasing fruits and vegetables, less salt and stimulants, less refined sugar and flour, less foods containing additives and spices, and avoiding salt-cured or smoked foods and alcohol.

6. Focusing the Mind for Healing.  Techniques to relax and empower the mind have existed for centuries, and Siegel suggests using some of those techniques to train your mind that it can heal your body.  He provides instructions for a guided relaxation, meditation, and also endorses visualization and hypnosis.  The power of the mind is best harnessed to your advantage.

7. Images in Disease and Healing.  This chapter reflects the progress Siegel has made in using dream and picture imagery to help determine what is bothering the patient.  He has studied the Simontons’ method, Elizabeth Kubler-Ross, and Carl Jung’s students Susan Bach and Gregg Furth.  Siegel talks with patients about their drawings or dreams before surgery or ECaP meetings.

8. Becoming Exceptional.  This chapter stresses that one can be “taught” to become an exceptional patient by emphasizing qualities such as self-esteem, empathy, willingness to look foolish, playfulness, and nonjudgmental style.  Transcend fear and hate by being independent and assertive, open-minded, supporting patients and their families emotionally, and loving life.  Statistics show that people turn their illnesses around with deep changes in attitudes.

9. Love and Death.  Here Siegel suggests death as a natural option, not a failure.  We may choose to die just as we choose to love.  Siegel writes that choosing love will not only transcend death, but regenerate itself in the world, transforming those it touches.  

Critical Interpretation

     The vast majority of this book is dedicated to patient anecdotes that illustrate Siegel’s ideas about living, health, and coping with disease.  In each of these instances, it is easy to see Siegel’s humbleness, compassion, and clarity in the way he chooses not to judge or coerce, and instead to support and care.  In that way, this book is a powerful call for reform in medical schools and mentalities that reflect the protective measure doctors have developed in response to stress: a mask of certainty, cold facts, and hurriedness.  However, it also serves to show patients how much richer and more comfortable dealing with a doctor and an illness can be.  Though emotions are involved on both the parts of the doctor and patient, Siegel writes that it is better if both risk trust and form a “healing partnership.”  This, he says, is one of the most effective ways to fight disease.

     Of primary concern to Siegel is the development of the relationship between doctor and patient and the utilization of any and all methods that can positively affect health.  The main aspects that aid health are nutrition, exercise, and state of the mind.  Once informed and/or stimulated by the doctor, the patient’s increased awareness can be put to work, shrinking tumors, decreasing trauma, lowering blood pressure, and otherwise modulating the body’s functions.  

     To develop the doctor-patient relationship, both patient and doctor must be committed to healing.  Therefore, open communication, a sense of humor, and a share of information can ease stress on both.  And although Siegel’s stress is not on preventative medicine because his audience is specifically cancer patients, Siegel obviously does believe that even patients who seem far gone can reverse their progress with conscious intent.  All in all, he is calling for an altogether friendlier environment for doctors and patients.  We see what our traditions have perpetuated, but now is the time, he writes, to turn things around and focus fully on the healing process.

     This book is an interesting, stimulating read, not only because of the inspiring narratives involved but because Siegel’s clear, humorous writing style is a joy to read.  It may prove to be a real eye-opener for doctors and patients, and may make room for the changes our established systems and methods so desperately need.  All it requires is that we accept our humanity and work together.

DO:

· Find a doctor who cares about and listens to you.  Change doctors if necessary!

· Educate yourself about your condition.

· Pay attention to your body through exercise and nutrition.

· Examine your life for sources of upset, and work through these sources.

· Adapt your attitude to allow therapies to work.

DON’T:

· Smoke or drink too much alcohol.

· Allow feelings to fester for too long.  Let go of them.

· Avoid cancer or disease patients.  They are still alive, so act like it by supporting them in some way!
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