Healing

How do I talk about healing? There are so many things that can be said about it and what it means. Coming from a therapist perspective, I’ll just say that healing is really a one word explanation of our goals as therapists. This is not to sound arrogant and say that we heal our clients because of our vast and unparalleled skill, but rather that people talk to us because they want to feel better and want help in moving toward that goal. They want to heal—heal something in their lives or heal themselves. We all know that healing is a process and happens at different rates—it depends on the person, the problem, the variables around them, etc. But it happens.  

I work with clients who are usually in crisis when I see them.  Something has happened to upset their world and they are now seeking help.  It may be something internal, such as not being able to manage the symptoms of depression, bipolar disorder, or another illness.  It also could be something external, such as a relationship, getting past a traumatic experience, dealing with losses, etc.  Whatever has brought them to the point of seeking help, each and every client says that they want to feel better.  They want to heal what is wrong.  In the hospital setting, much of our work is assessing and referring that person on to the place or person who can best help them to effect that healing. I went to a trauma workshop recently and one thing they talked about was how things like PTSD arise from a need to regain control over aspects of one’s life.  After any type of trauma, people want to find that control, or balance again in their lives.  For the majority of those experiencing a traumatic event, this balance returns by itself and, with a little time, the world rights itself and one goes on.  Those who go on to develop PTSD are still struggling to find that balance to life again and need to find ways to calm their responses to that past experience. I was listening to our presenter talk about this and thinking that, in some ways, this is the process that we all go through when we need to heal.  We are looking for a way to find balance and calm in our lives.  It’s when what we think is “normal” is something that we aren’t.  We cry and are upset because something happened and we can’t get past it.  We think we “should” be over it, but we’re not.  Or maybe, we have been diagnosed with something and now have to cope with the symptoms that go with it.  The person who is coping with a recent mental health diagnosis sometimes feels that they aren’t “normal,” their life has changed.  One aspect of healing is helping them to see that they are normal and that their life can be fine, once they find out what is needed to manage their symptoms.  A label of diagnosis is just a word to describe a set of symptoms.  It’s not any different than the label for any other medical condition out there.  Hypertension, diabetes, etc.  People with these conditions are normal, they just have to take care of their health in a little different way from other people.  Healing doesn’t always mean that the problem will go away, like a cut or a bruise, but it means that we can manage the things that life throws at us and can go on.  Our boat will stay afloat, even if we sometimes hit some waves along the way.  

Some questions to think about when starting the healing process are: 1) What caused the problem or the symptoms?   It’s great when we have that “smoking gun” to point to.  Maybe this is a loss, a breakup, an accident.  When we can point to where and when the hurt began, it gives a starting point to moving through it.  However, sometimes we don’t have that luxury.  People will say, “I just started feeling bad.”  When there is no big light bulb going off, we are left with trying to find a way to be OK with not knowing what caused the problem.  This can be hard, but it’s maybe then that we can look at the second question.  2) How is it affecting me?  Am I Sad? Angry? Avoiding? Anxious?  These are the responses we need to calm.  Putting them in the scope of normal response (when appropriate) can take so much stress away and start cutting the problem down do size.  Finding people who have been through the same or similar experiences can be a huge help—now people understand, you’re not alone.  Working with a therapist to identify what things a client has been doing that aren’t working so well to cope—being hypervigilant long after the crisis has passed and now it is interfering with things the client wants to do, avoiding things that upset them for no real reason, etc. Maybe even talking to a doctor about medication if that would help.  These are just ways to start addressing the healing process.  3) One other important question is to ask, what does healing or being well look like to me? Having some idea of what it will look like or feel like to be better gives that light to look for.  It’s maybe not the end, but it’s a way to start feeling like things are getting better.  These ideas and questions by no means encompass the entire health process.  They are just some thoughts to help in starting to look at healing and in how that process might be conceptualized as it begins.  
Healing sometimes occurs and the problem goes away entirely.  A relationship ends, the broken heart heals, and life goes on—maybe a new relationship happens, maybe not, but the person finds a way to find happiness again and doesn’t miss the relationship anymore.  Still, the really bad, intense problems that arise might stay with us throughout life.  Healing doesn’t mean forgetting that something happened.  It means nurturing our spirits and ourselves so that we are healthy inside and out and the source of our hurt isn’t controlling us anymore.  We are back in balance.  Our boat is sailing straight.  It’s OK to have some baggage in the boat somewhere; we’ve learned what we need to do to deal with it.  When this happens, our healing process is in a good place.  It may or may not be complete, but it is bringing that calm to help show that life is again moving in a good direction.  
