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———————————— �————————————

Best friend, my well-spring in the wilderness!

—George Eliot

I will stay on at Ephesus until Pentecost,

because a great door for effective work has opened to me.

—1 Corinthians 16:8–9

————————————————————————

Iadmire you and your willingness to help your loved one battle a
mean disease. I appreciate your courage as well. But most impor-
tantly, I thank you for your help. You are, or can be, one of the

greatest weapons in your loved one’s fight against cancer. Did you
know that “within the health-care industry, it is becoming widely
recognized that family members, close friends, and ‘significant others’
can have a far greater impact on patients’ experience of illness, and on
their long-term health and happiness, than any health-care profes-
sional”?1 That’s because you’re often at the front line of defense initi-
ating medical care and also shoring up the rear guard by ensuring that
your friend or loved one receives dignified care and protection. Those
of us in the health-care field want to acknowledge your significance
and applaud you for your courage, as well as welcome you to the
health-care team. We appreciate you and value your commitment and
love.
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I’ve written this book to empower you to be a “candle of joyful
hope” to your loved one whose life has been darkened by cancer.
Cancer treatment is often a nighttime journey through a wilderness
in which patients and their caregivers are confronted with worry and
fear, a journey in which the slightest flicker of hope means more
than words can express. And you, with God’s help, will be that
flicker of hope. You can do this. This book will be a candle of hope
for you.

We know you need more than information to be an effective
beacon of joyful hope—you also need emotional support. My prayer is
that through this book you might sense my heart touching yours and
that you’ll discover you are not alone in your struggle to hang in there
with your loved one; there are many, many others who are hanging in
there with you.

Caregiving often has emotional highs and lows. In this book I will
share some of the ways some health-care professionals minimize
moments of sadness, low energy, and depression. I will teach you a
philosophy of caregiving that creates high energy and engenders a
life-giving and joyful attitude, even amid great difficulty.

Helen Keller said, “When one door of happiness closes, another
opens; but often we look so long at the closed door that we do not see
the one which has been opened for us.”2

Too many caregivers, including health-care professionals, look at
the “closed door.” In honor of you as a caregiver, I dedicate this book
to God, who always provides an open door for those who patiently
wait for him. Perhaps this book is the key to the door you’ve been
waiting to see open. As you read, may you sense that a great door for
effective work has opened for you.

However, you will not be the caregiver you need to be by your
own strength. In fact, it is hopeless. The tasks are too difficult, and
the expectations are too high. Only those who understand their
“hopelessness” will receive the power and strength from God that is
needed to help carry the cross of someone they love. As the Lord
teaches, we do well to remember, “I am the vine; you are the
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branches. If a man remains in me and I in him, he will bear much
fruit; apart from me you can do nothing” (John 15:5).

Michael S. Barry

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania
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Chapter One

A Privilege and a Challenge

———————————— �————————————

Wisdom is supreme; therefore get wisdom.

Though it cost all you have, get understanding.

—Proverbs 4:7

————————————————————————

Most cancer patients and caregivers are quietly frantic; they
hunger for solid and dependable advice. A few minutes in
the cafeteria of a cancer hospital will convince you of that.

Patients and their caregivers often sit with other patients and their
caregivers, sharing their experiences and giving advice about what
seems to help or work and what doesn’t. Further, the information
available on cancer and caregiving through the local bookstore or the
Internet is endless. This book is different in that it allows you to enter
into the mind of a Christian pastor and chaplain who ministers to and
counsels cancer patients and their caregivers every day all day long.
What I have to share that is perhaps somewhat unique is my philos-
ophy of caregiving, a philosophy that can be applied to various care-
giving situations and is based on the biblical concept of joy.

I take seriously Psalm 118:24: “This is the day the LORD has
made; let us rejoice and be glad in it.” Why should we rejoice today?
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Because not one of us knows how long we are going to live. Today is
the only day we know we have, so why not live joyfully?

There is a practical side to my philosophy, though. It is not only
biblical; it also serves as a counterbalance to the difficulties we all face
in our attempts to help a loved one survive a disease. Here’s some of
what I know about you:

You Would Do It Anyway

The diagnosis of cancer in a loved one creates feelings of fear and
anxiety, but even more common is the feeling of desperation.

Soon thereafter we are visited by the unwanted and uninvited feelings
of anger, hopelessness, despair, and sheer exhaustion. As unwelcome
as these feelings are, and as much as you might like to hand over the
caregiving to someone else, truth be known, you would do it anyway,
the weariness and difficulty notwithstanding. Consider the following
statistics based on a survey done by the University of Pennsylvania
Family Caregiver Cancer Education Program.

CANCER CAREGIVER’S PROFILE:

82% are female.

71% are married.

61% have been providing care for less than six months.

54% live with the patient for whom they are caring.

47% are more than 50 years old.

36% reported that caregiving required more than 40 hours of time

per week.

PHYSICAL PROBLEMS THEY ENCOUNTERED:

70% reported taking between 1 and 10 medications per day.

62% reported their own health had suffered as a result of caregiving.

25% reported having significant physical limitations of their own.

EMOTIONAL PROBLEMS THEY ENCOUNTERED:

85% reported that they resented having to provide care.

70% reported that their families were not working well together.
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54% reported that they visited friends and family less since

assuming their caregiving role.

35% reported that they were overwhelmed by their caregiving role.

CONCLUSION:

97% said their roles were important.

81% said they wanted to provide care and could not live with
themselves if they did not assume caregiving responsibilities.
67% said they enjoyed providing care.

In spite of the personal suffering, time and energy expended, and
risk to your own physical well-being, the truth is you would do it
anyway! What does this say about you? It says you are kind, compas-
sionate, and caring. Further, it says you are willing to assume respon-
sibility for the well-being of another person at a time when that
person is very vulnerable. You are the Good Samaritan. You are
exhibiting selfless love, giving, in part, your life for the sake of
another. In no small measure, you are walking as Jesus walked (1 John
2:6). Your role is important, and so are you! But here’s the point: If
you are going to do it anyway, why not allow joy to lighten your
burden and enhance your personal happiness along the way?

You’ve walked into a situation that many in the world are walking
away from. You obviously care a great deal about someone who is ill. I
understand what you are going through. I have many times walked
the road you are traveling. I want to congratulate you on your
courage. Walking into a difficult situation while others are walking out
is an amazing act of sacrificial love.

But your choice to care for your loved one, whether a selfless
act of love or a decision forced on you by necessity or perhaps
something in between, doesn’t mean you’re prepared to give quality
care. You may feel woefully inadequate to help your friend. You may
be frightened, depressed, or angry that cancer happened to your
loved one and you. You may never have needed to play a caregiving
role—and it may seem foreign to you. Or you may have played this
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role too many times and are weary and grieved about going through
it again.

Nonetheless, here you are. The good news is you’re taking on a
role that can help both you and your loved one grow spiritually,
emotionally, and even physically. This is a time you both may come to
see as a blessing, one of the best times of your lives. What I offer you
is one way of caring for others—a model for engaging a role that you
feel called to perform but may feel unprepared or inadequate to
assume. You may have never been sick a day in your life and there-
fore don’t know how it feels to need someone. Maybe you haven’t
had a good role model to show you how to take care of someone who
is ill.

I don’t presume you have any experience as a caregiver, though
you might have far more experience than I. I simply am making a case
for engaging in one particular model of caregiving that I have found
helpful.

My Best Advice for You

Cancer is like being caught in an undertow. Upon realizing that
they are in danger, people usually panic and think, I’m going to

die! Furiously they try to swim to shore. However, according to the
experts, they are the ones least likely to live. Consider this advice.

When caught in a rip current [undertow], one should not fight it,

but rather swim parallel to the shoreline in order to leave it. If you

see a person caught in one, yell at them to do so. Floating until the

current disperses into deeper waters is another method of surviving

such a dangerous incident, but it may leave the swimmer farther out

from shore.1

Floating until the current disperses into deeper water? Sounds
crazy, doesn’t it? Allowing the wave to take you further away from the
shore? And yet, that is what survival requires of us. How is that any
different than faithfully trusting in God? During the undertow times
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in our lives, our human nature is to panic and struggle, when actually
just the opposite will help us overcome our problems.

The expert advice is, “If you see a person caught in one, yell at
them to do so.” OK, so I’m now “yelling” at you. Calm down. Lie on
your back, so to speak. Allow God to care for you. Trust him. Don’t
panic, even though it makes sense to do so. The ocean’s pull might
seem to take you away from safety, but it creates your best chance for
survival. Trust God. Now go yell the same advice to your loved one.

The Goal of Caregiving

The goal of caregiving is to help your loved one thrive during the
process of cancer treatment as well as after, without compro-

mising your own health and well-being. Your goal is not to heal. God
does that. You are not God. The doctors are not God. All any of us
can do is offer our best to comfort, support, love, and care. If we do
that, at the end of every day we will be able to put our heads on our
pillows knowing that, our limitations notwithstanding, we did the best
possible job to help relieve suffering and inject joy into the life of our
loved one.

Cancer patients and their caregivers have much to learn from this
story about heart patients:

Not everyone in Cardiac Rehab [looked fearful and anxiety ridden].

About one-third of the group came in every day looking as though

they’d just won the lottery: They’d looked death in the eye—and

survived! …

Every afternoon, all the Phase Three Rehab guys worked out

on our various exercise machines.… I came to think of the two

groups as the Happy Guys, who were in love with life, and the

Scared Guys, who just hated the idea of death. One thing quickly

became obvious: Virtually all of the Happy Guys were on the cusp

of recovery, with ruddy cheeks, good endurance, and strong

numbers on their cardiac health indices. But most of the Scared

Guys were ghostly and tentative, with weak numbers.… I realized
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that there was something happy people know that unhappy people

don’t: No matter what happens in life, there’s always something left

to love, and the love that remains is always stronger than anything

that goes against it.2

Cancer patients neatly fall into these same categories—happy or
scared—with the same general results. Helping you and your loved
one learn how to be one of the “happy guys” is really what this book is
all about.

The hospital I am proud to represent adheres to what we call the
“Mother Standard,” which is our way of saying we are to treat all
patients as if they were as near and dear to us as our own mothers.
We do our best to accomplish this goal every day. We want to enlist
you as a fellow caregiver to seek this standard in your own caregiving.
We believe one of the best ways we can serve a patient well is to
respect the vital role you play as a member of the health-care team.
Our hospital’s culture is a caring and compassionate one, which means
we care about you and desire to shower you with kindness and appre-
ciation as well as remind you of your important role in the life of your
loved one.

One way we partner with you is to create an optimum environ-
ment for healing. A gardener knows she isn’t the one causing the
garden to grow. God does that. However, certain activities increase
the likelihood of good growth, such as watering, fertilizing, using
quality seeds, and regularly weeding. Once a gardener has done all
this, the rest is up to God. Like gardeners, we health-care profes-
sionals understand our limits, but we also understand the kinds of
activities that increase the probability for a successful outcome.
Therefore, our “Mother Standard” requires us to do the following:

l Care about the patient as though he or she were a member of our
own family. For us, there is no substitute for sincerity, and we
sincerely desire wellness for every patient we see. This is our
obsession.
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l Explore ways of enhancing a patient’s quality of life—how we can
best serve him or her during this time of need. This often
includes caring for the caregiver.

l Do our best to provide relief from suffering. We believe true
relief comes through treating the whole person.

You are invited to share in our obsession for life—life abundant,
healed, balanced, unstressed, and eternal.

If we focused our caregiving energies solely on the administra-
tion of drugs or the execution of surgical remedies, we would be
irresponsible. As critical as these are to creating the optimum envi-
ronment for healing, we know too much about the complexities of
disease and the human condition to merely treat the condition or
symptoms without addressing the underlying causes. Therefore, our
treatment requires us to explore a little harder, probe a little deeper,
and engage our patients at different levels of emotional and spiritual
meaning to provide the quality of care that would be suitable for our
own mother.

No One Is Cancer Free

Simply shrinking or removing a tumor isn’t good enough for us.
Why? Consider this: The average adult has between sixty and a

hundred trillion cells in his or her body. Our bodies produce millions
of cancer cells every day. In other words, no one is cancer free.
When we speak of being cancer free, what we mean is that the
cancer in our bodies hasn’t formed into an identifiable tumor. This is
one of the primary reasons the Cancer Treatment Centers of
America believes in the importance of pastoral care and mind/body
medicine.

We know that if we do not treat underlying spiritual and
emotional issues, the likelihood of the immune system regaining its
ability to successfully defend the body against the continual presence
of cancer is less likely. We know that if we don’t treat the whole
person, another tumor might appear. True, it might appear anyway,
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but it won’t be due to our neglect of the wide range of needs we know
our patients are experiencing. Excellence demands more.

Your Attitude Counts

Right now, the most important thing you have going for you (or
against you) may be your attitude toward disease, in general, and

your loved one’s plight, in particular.
Ordinarily people prefer to be around others who are happy and

upbeat. Although there are times when we want people to identify
with our pain and empathize with our sad and difficult situations, we
usually do not seek out depressed people to befriend. Why?

Because depressed people depress people! Bored people bore
people! Miserable people have a way of dragging us into their world
of sadness. It is true that misery loves company. We all remember
times when we’ve been unhappy and friends came to visit us. But
they didn’t come to make us miserable; they came to cheer us up! To
gladden our hearts. To replace our frowns with smiles. What kind of
friend would we be if we left our friends more depressed than when
we found them?

Caregiving is a great privilege, and it is as demanding as it is
rewarding. To do it well requires us to examine our own attitudes. We
need to assess our beliefs about disease and discomfort and how we
face difficulties in our own lives. Why? Because your friend is
depending on you, and if you fear death and cannot see the benefits
of disease (the lessons our bodies are trying to teach us), you may find
your capacity to care for your loved one diminished and your ability to
be light during his or her period of darkness dimmed.

Caring for your loved one can be one of the most rewarding expe-
riences of your life—a time when you experience optimum emotional,
spiritual, psychological, and physical well-being, so that in return you
are able to help your loved one share similar experiences.

Water cannot flow higher than its source. The source of a river or
fountain is the highest geographical elevation. As gravity applies itself,
the water flows from its highest elevation to its lowest. The
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Mississippi River is the longest and largest river in North America. Its
source is Lake Itasca in the Minnesota North Woods. It flows through
the midcontinental United States, the Gulf of Mexico Coastal Plain,
and its subtropical Louisiana Delta. It is all downhill from Lake
Itasca.

In other words, you will not be able to raise your loved one’s
spirits any higher than your own spirits are raised. A positive attitude
can be infectious! A strong will to live can be shared! Reasons to fight
for your loved one’s life can be discovered, but little or none of this
will happen if the caregiver is not optimistic and otherwise happy.
How can a caregiver convincingly convey the need to fight for health
and longer life if he or she is indifferent and unenthused about life
and living?

The Scriptures teach, “Be joyful always; pray continually; give
thanks in all circumstances, for this is God’s will for you” (1 Thess.
5:16–18).

People of faith, especially Christians, are instructed to be joyful
always and are reminded that a joy-filled life is God’s will. Yet joy
eludes many people, especially those who are living an already busy
life and are responsible for others’ well-being. Ask any parent,
teacher, or CEO!

Fish! is a short yet powerful book about a woman who finds
herself working in a “toxic energy dump.” She walks by Pike Place
Fish Market, where there are a number of men working behind the
counter. Suddenly she sees a fish flying through the air and hears one
of the men yell out, “One salmon flying away to Minnesota!” only to
be echoed just as loudly by another, “One salmon flying away to
Minnesota!”3 Soon thereafter another man tosses a coworker a bunch
of crabs, yelling, “Five crabs flying away to Wisconsin!” This woman
saw that the men at Pike Place Fish Market were filled with lively
energy and were having a joyful time throwing fish around all day, and
she began to wonder why she wasn’t enjoying her job, which in her
mind was much more important than selling fish. As she reflected on
this, she decided her life was too precious to spend any time at all, let
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alone half her waking hours, in a “toxic energy dump” filled with
people who were a drag to be around—unhappy and unfulfilled.

Consider the wisdom of Scripture: “A cheerful heart is good
medicine, but a crushed spirit dries up the bones” (Prov. 17:22). Your
friend needs good “medicine” flowing from your cheerful heart into
his or hers. As Ben Franklin put it, “The Constitution only gives
people the right to pursue happiness. You have to catch it yourself.”4

Your challenge, and mine, is to create space in the life of your
friend that is the emotional opposite of a toxic energy dump; one that
is filled with positive energy, hope, abundant love, occasional laughter,
and people engaged with life and living—people who sparkle, even in
the midst of difficulty.

Elusive Emotions

The problem with happiness and joy is that it eludes many of us.5

We spend a lot of time trying to figure out how to become happy.
We often think money will bring us happiness, only to discover that
some of the unhappiest people in the world have all the money they
could ever possibly want. There is little correlation between happiness
and wealth.

Some people seek happiness through social relationships, believing
the answer to their problems lies in the hands of other people. And
yet, relationships often suffer. A close look at married people reveals
that often couples are bored to tears. Their married life is dull, drab,
and gray. Why? Marriages suffer, not because the spouses do not
initially love one another, but because they never learned how to
remain happy.

James Allen, a nineteenth-century English author, compares our
minds to gardens. Left untended, he said, they will become filled with
weeds.

A man’s mind may be likened to a garden, which may be intelli-

gently cultivated or allowed to run wild; but whether cultivated or

neglected, it must, and will, bring forth. If no useful seeds are put
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into it, then an abundance of useless weed seeds will fall therein,

and will continue to produce their kind.

Just as a gardener cultivates his plot, keeping it free from

weeds, and growing the flowers and fruits which he requires, so may

a man tend the garden of his mind, weeding out all the wrong,

useless, and impure thoughts, and cultivating toward perfection the

flowers and fruits of right, useful, and pure thoughts. By pursuing

this process, a man sooner or later discovers that he is the master

gardener of his soul, the director of his life. He also reveals, within

himself, the laws of thought, and understands with ever-increasing

accuracy, how the thought forces and mind elements operate in the

shaping of his character, circumstances, and destiny.6

Allen suggested the primary reason there are so many unhappy
people is that their minds are full of weeds. This is true of human
friendships as well; they must be cultivated.

For example, people enter into marriages seeking happiness, and
reasonably so. No one enters into marriage anticipating failure,
boredom, and frustration. The problem often lies in the unfair expec-
tation that the spouse will be their primary source of happiness and
well-being. Ultimately, if we aren’t basically happy people, it’s unlikely
someone else can transform us into something we’re not constitution-
ally hardwired to be. As someone once said, “Remember that a
successful marriage depends on two things: (1) finding the right
person and (2) being the right person.”7 This is true not only for
marriages, but also for friendships. From a Christian standpoint,
“being the right person” means trying to be as happy and joyful as
possible.

People often limit themselves to random feelings of joy or settle
for mundane living because they either don’t know how to be happy
or don’t know how to re-create feelings of happiness once they have
passed.

Here is the critical insight to experience joy and happiness: It
takes effort.
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It takes effort to
Read a book,
Memorize a Scripture passage,
Do a crossword puzzle,
Write a letter,
Phone a friend,
Go out to eat, or
Plan your day.

It takes no effort at all to stare at a wall or mindlessly watch tele-
vision, both of which have the tendency to become a cancer patient’s
favorite pastimes.

As a caregiver, you have a choice to pull out the weed of unhappi-
ness and boredom in pursuit of happiness and joy or allow the garden
of your mind to become filled with weeds of despair and depression.
You can make your loved one unhappy because you are unhappy. You
can stress them out if you haven’t developed strong coping mecha-
nisms to deal with life’s problems. But remember that God desires joy
for you, even during those difficult times.

Among the many coping mechanisms that will be shared in the
following chapters, let me share the one that will be echoed
throughout the book as the most important one: Trust God. If you are
depressed, battle your depression by trusting in God’s goodness and
love. Otherwise you may leave your loved one in despair. However, if
you are joyful, you can teach your loved one a way of life that is supe-
rior and worth living.

You can teach them by your words, but you will be able to teach
them best by your own example. As Oliver Goldsmith put it, “You can
preach a better sermon with your life than with your lips.”

Positive Path

Years of ministry have made me aware that people are suspicious of
pastors or other religious people who appear to promote the latest

in pop psychology. They distance themselves from new theories or
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modern attempts to understand the attitudes and beliefs that can
affect human behavior.

Yet there are wonderful advancements in the field of “positive”
psychology that attempt to enable individuals to experience physical
and emotional blessings scientifically proven to enhance overall well-
being, quality of life, cardiovascular system, and immune function.
Those who question the validity of modern positive psychology may
not realize it’s not so modern after all. In fact, it is as old as the
Scriptures themselves.

Paul wrote, “Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is noble,
whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is
admirable—if anything is excellent or praiseworthy—think about such
things. Whatever you have learned or received or heard from me, or
seen in me—put it into practice. And the God of peace will be with
you” (Phil. 4:8–9).

Without the benefit of modern scientific research, the apostle
Paul knew intuitively the power of the human mind to help generate
positive feelings. By encouraging his readers to focus on positive
attributes or values, he was helping them to experience personal
peace.

Jesus said, “Whatever you ask for in prayer, believe that you have
received it, and it will be yours” (Mark 11:24). This is positive
thinking put to prayer, isn’t it? Modern psychology often, though not
always, validates ancient biblical wisdom. For example, Jesus said,
“Who of you by worrying can add a single hour to his life?” (Matt.
6:27). Implicit in this statement, it seems to me, is the belief that
there might be a relationship between our worrying and the quantity
of our life—millennia before research would prove the relationship
between stress and immune function and cardiovascular disease. Also,
secular researchers have concluded that the process of forgiveness is
not complete until a person reaches the point where he or she returns
to a love for or positive attitude toward the offender. They thus
corroborate Jesus’ instruction to his disciples to “forgive … from your
heart” (Matt. 18:35).
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Although positive psychology uses different methods and unfa-
miliar language to encourage positive feelings, it does not travel a new
road, but rather finds anew an old path that can lead to an enhance-
ment of the quality of human life. Consider this study by the Institute
of HeartMath that demonstrated a link between emotion and immune
function:

Groups of volunteers were asked to focus on two different

emotions—anger and care—while a key immune system antibody,

secretory IgA, was being measured. IgA (immunoglobulin A) is

widespread in the immune system, acting as a protective coating for

the cells against invading bacteria or viruses. Stress is known to

decrease IgA levels, leaving us more vulnerable to respiratory prob-

lems such as colds or flus. The study found that a five-minute

period of recalling an angry experience caused a six-hour suppres-

sion of IgA levels. Five minutes of sincerely feeling care or compas-

sion, on the other hand, boosted IgA levels for six hours.8

Knowing this, don’t you feel compelled to help your loved one
experience compassion? I know I do.

Discover a Better Way

Are you sad and dejected? Are you overwrought with distress? Are
you overwhelmed with worry and concern? Are you angry?

Emotionally exhausted? Bored?
These understandable emotions probably reflect the attitude of

many, if not most, cancer patients and caregivers. After all, a life-
threatening disease or chronic illness isn’t something we would wish
on anyone. We spend much time and energy trying to avoid being
sick. We dress warmly when it’s cold. We avoid being around people
who are coughing and sneezing. We make late-night trips to the drug-
store to pick up prescription or over-the-counter drugs that will make
us feel better or sleep well. Surely, no one wants to be sick. No one
desires to suffer.
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Boredom, exhaustion, anger, worry, and feeling miserable are how
many people choose to “do” life. When people are faced with chronic
or life-threatening disease, all of these emotions are understandable.
But they aren’t necessary, helpful, or productive in your life or in the
life of your friend.

Now is the time for you to discover—if you haven’t already—how
to live! You and your friend can learn some of the great lessons other
people have discovered during the difficult moments in their lives.

Consider the apostle Paul. He wrote some of his most beautiful
letters while he was under house arrest in a Roman jail. The following
describes his attitude: “Everything happening to me in this jail only
serves to make Christ more accurately known, regardless of whether I
live or die. They didn’t shut me up; they gave me a pulpit! Alive, I’m
Christ’s messenger; dead, I’m his bounty. Life versus even more life! I
can’t lose” (Phil. 1:20–21 MSG).

Paul was stuck. Going nowhere. Facing the possibility that his life
might end. The only pleasures he enjoyed were his friends—Timothy
and Epaphroditus—and writing letters to the churches he founded.
And yet he was able to look at his life through a very special lens: one
filled with hope, optimism, and joy. How? He had an attitude that
would not allow him to succumb to despair. In spite of his unknown
future, in conditions that must have been less than desirable, he wrote
these words:

Summing it all up, friends, I’d say you’ll do best by filling your

minds and meditating on things true, noble, reputable, authentic,

compelling, gracious—the best, not the worst; the beautiful, not the

ugly; things to praise, not things to curse. Put into practice what you

learned from me, what you heard and saw and realized. Do that,

and God, who makes everything work together, will work you into

his most excellent harmonies. (Phil. 4:8–9 MSG)

With many reasons to be sad, downhearted, and ill-tempered,
Paul was a beacon of optimism, hope, and joy. How did he manage
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that? Do you wonder if you could too? Perhaps you feel stuck, strug-
gling with helping someone whom you may not even want to help,
wishing someone else would engage in the caregiving.

Being stuck is a state of mind. It is something you choose to
embrace or reject. As I will discuss later, being stuck may simply be
the result of poor pastime management.

Develop a High “Get It” Factor

One of the most marvelous experiences I have had as a profes-
sional caregiver is witnessing cancer patients who, over time,

develop what I call a high “get it” factor. These are people who have
embraced the following realities:

l Life is short—for everyone. Therefore, now is the time to gently
and slowly make whatever adjustments are needed to move into
equilibrium—spiritually, emotionally, and physically.

l Union with God is impossible without loving and forgiving others
as well as ourselves.

l Our bodies are wonderful gifts from a good and gracious God.
Taking care of our bodies through exercise and eating well can be
a joyful endeavor, even a spiritual one.

l The best defense against the ravaging effects of aging, in general,
or cancer, in particular, is living a well-balanced life wherein our
immune system operates optimally.

l Social support from friends and family is a critical component to
the healing equation.

l Worrying about tomorrow is less productive than living a happy,
fulfilled life today. Today is to be treasured and not taken for
granted.

l Joy and happiness are not acquired by those who are able to
remove all problems from their life, but rather by those who
respond to life’s problems with optimism and hope—an inner atti-
tude grounded in a belief in a big God who makes all hurdles
small.
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l Life is a game we cannot win but can learn to enjoy. Make a game
out of every day.

l Trusting God is more than a cliché, it is a lifestyle. It’s important
to trust God with every moment of every day, not just with what
happens when we die.

People who have a high “get it” factor have an unwavering trust in
God. Their faith is joyful, humble, and often infectious. It is as though
they live by rules most people either do not understand or only
experience on a handful of occasions during their lifetime. These
people seem to be walking on clouds even though they have their feet
firmly planted in reality.

My goal—and yours—as a caregiver is to introduce patients to
living in hope so they can truly experience this vibrant life. Not for
tomorrow—because none of us knows what tomorrow will bring—but
for today. This is a lot easier said than done, but it is particularly
important for those who face life-threatening disease.

Which would you prefer: ten years of living miserably or hope-
filled joy today? I know I would prefer to have joy today and to leave
the uncertain future to God. By bringing your loved one’s life into
balance, his or her immune system will function at its highest level,
giving him or her the best chance of overcoming cancer’s ravaging
effects.

Hope or Pity?

All too often we treat people who are suffering with sadness and
pity. And while sympathy and sadness are sometimes appropriate,

I wouldn’t want to be continually surrounded by morose, depressed,
and gloomy people, would you? Compassionate caregiving isn’t
merely cutting out tumors, administering chemotherapy, or even
anointing with oil and offering prayer. Compassionate caregiving also
requires lifting a person’s spirits!

In the end, all we have to offer people who experience broken-
ness in life, whether the brokenness is cancer, HIV/AIDS, limb
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amputation, divorce, or a stubbed toe, is pity or hope. We can either
feel sorry for them, or we can offer them a future filled with
wonderful possibilities, including hope for restoration and new begin-
nings, by helping them realize the best route to a wonderful
tomorrow is a joyful, though not always painless, today.

The Scriptures teach about a God who “redeems [our] life from
the pit,” who satisfies our desires with “good things” so that our
“youth is renewed like the eagle’s” (Ps. 103:4–5). How does God do
this? He does it by sending people into our lives who lift our spirits,
make us smile, care about the condition of our hearts and souls,
and make us feel young again.

As God cares for us, we ought also to care for others. Primary
care can be about life and living or death and dying—it can be a
continuation of the Spirit’s display of love and joy.9
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