Chicken Soup Introduction

In the summer of 1970, when I graduated from the University Of California Medical School in San Francisco, the formal stage in my medical education ended.  For the previous four years I had received the best instruction available on how the human body works.  I had dissected cadavers, peered through microscopes at bacteria, and studied the core curriculum: anatomy, biochemistry, microbiology, pathology, physiology, neuro-anatomy, parasitology, and histology, as well as a few other ‘ologies’ I’m sure I’ve since forgotten.  This training turned me into a high-tech repairman qualified to figure out what is going wrong with a patient’s body when it becomes sick.  I became a fix-it-all –what we all want and expect our doctor to be.

We want him or her to peer knowledgeably into our body’s orifices, feel for swollen glands or lumps that shouldn’t be there, order some tests or scans, and finally report back.  We want our doctor to prescribe medicine that will make things better, or maybe even eliminate the problem altogether.  After all, we don’t have time for this nonsense of being sick.

When you think about it, this sounds a lot like taking your car to the garage for repairs.  You describe the noise or vibration.  The mechanic hooks it to his diagnostic devices, zeros in on the problem, and fixes it.  It’s that simple.

Surely you ought to be able to do the same thing with your body.  After all, it is just a sophisticated, biophysical machine that is designed to carry you around while you attend to your affairs.  Or is it?  

There is, like it or not, a fundamental difference between cars and people, a difference that my professors never talked about.  Unlike people, cars don’t have feelings; they are just mechanical devices that don’t need to be convinced to stop using the wrong kind of oil.  They don’t quit running after an accident just because they’re afraid to go back out on the freeway.  They don’t get jealous if you drive your friend’s new Porsche.  They don’t feel like they’ve gotten a raw deal when you forget to put in premium gas.  They don’t get ulcers when they’re caught for two hours in a traffic bottleneck and they don’t get angry when a jerk leaves a dent in their fender.

This idea that your body is simply a mechanical gadget that can be fixed like a car causes a lot of trouble.  Why?  The answer is that, fundamentally it is not true.  This part I learned in the second half of my medical education – the half that was self taught.  Most experienced medical doctors agree that a large percentage of their patients’ medical problems are related to their emotions.  This means what’s been going on in your life – your job, your family life, your love life, or other personal affairs – can make your body sick.

So what’s new?  Everyone knows that stress causes illness.  Perhaps.  But when we get sick we almost always have trouble relating our illness to the stress in our lives.  Why?  Because, our defenses tend to hide the truth from us.

Most of us never consider that stress causes our medical problems.  We always want a physical cause, because we don’t want to think that it’s all in our head or that we are somehow responsible for our own illness.  

Often we connect our illness, or our aches and pains, to various physical factors, like an infection or twisting the wrong way.  A common one is:  Oh, I’ve caught the bug that’s going around.  Another is:  I knew I shouldn’t have gone outside while my hair was still wet.  Still another:  I knew I shouldn’t have lifted that heavy box.
Sometimes we are right.  Many of our ailments are due to purely physical factors like physical injury, inherited problems, lack of exercise, food poisoning, too much rich food, vitamin or mineral imbalance, infections, or exposure to toxic substances.  But, an equal or greater number of health problems are due to stress.

Most people believe that if they could just relax, slow down, and adopt a more positive attitude, all stress-related illnesses would disappear.  This is an oversimplification of the way our minds and bodies work together, because most stress-related illnesses spring from stress that is submerged in our unconscious through the action of our defense mechanisms.  We are genuinely unaware that anything is bothering us – this is the heart of the problem.

Often, when we get sick it is a sign that we have run into trouble.  Rather than facing the situation squarely, we deal with it by ignoring it.  Then it goes underground and creates havoc in our health.  Getting well may involve learning to say no more often, or admitting when we are upset or angry, and doing something to resolve our feelings.  Thus, illness is often an opportunity to learn and grow.  If we don’t figure out how to do that, we will stay stuck in the same pattern. 

Western medicine looks to our physical bodies for answers, but many ailments remain mysterious and resistant to treatment, if not incurable.  To balance this approach, we need to begin shifting our focus from physical causes to emotional ones, and understanding that many of today’s common ailments have their roots in mind-body interactions.

How do you do this?  By learning how the mind-body connection works.  The way your body responds to your innermost needs, feelings and beliefs follows simple, easy-to-understand principles that should have been taught in grammar school.

Before you begin, it’s important to realize that all of us get disturbing symptoms that are the result of our bodies responding to events in our lives.  That is the most normal thing in the world.  You may get a dry mouth before giving a speech, or lose your appetite before a date.

While some of us have more of a tendency to develop stress-related physical symptoms than others, none of us are immune.  When you do get symptoms, it’s important to understand that it not your fault.  You have no control over your unconscious patterns and you don’t intentionally bring those symptoms on yourself.  Nor do you image them.  They happen because of deeper forces within you.

If you are tired of going to various health practitioners for one quick fix or another, this book offers you a way to regain control over your own health.  Once you learn how your symptoms connect to what’s going on in your life, you can begin a process of self-exploration and self healing.  Since it is difficult to evaluate yourself clearly, I recommend that you do this with the help of a health practitioner who knows how to work with the mind-body connection.

Unlike other books that deal with stress and illness, this one clearly explains the critical role that your unconscious mind plays in creating illness and injury, and teaches you how to deal with it.         

                                                 Ralph E. Retherford, MD
