The Value of the Valley
I was diagnosed with breast cancer in June 2004...At the time I was working and living here in the Philippines.  I decided to stay and undergo my series of treatments here instead of returning home to Malaysia where I am from.  It was my good fortune to have encountered the wonderful women that founded the IcanServe Foundation and experience the unique support that this group provides. I thank them for this opportunity to share my story with all of you.
Today I’d like to focus on what I’ve understood about The Value in the Valley...This is the title of a inspiring book by African American author Iyanla Vanzant.  Iyanla uses the wonderful metaphor of mountains and valleys to speak about Life...she says that we cannot expect to hop from mountain top to mountain top, from peak experience to peak experience, and that with mountains come valleys.  She says that valleys “open our eyes, strengthen our minds, teach us faith, strength and patience.”  They make great places, she says “to acquire mountain climbing skills”...those valuable skills that makes it possible for us to take on the next mountain.
For those of you who’ve experienced and/or are living with cancer, including breast cancer, know well about the Valley of Sickness.  We all have different ways of understanding our experience, but for most of us, the thought that we have a potentially life-threatening illness casts a long and fearsome shadow – it is a certainly a valley experience.
In the past seven years, I have passed the Valley of Sickness twice - first when I was diagnosed with breast cancer in 2004 and a year and a half ago when my right lung collapsed, and I was told of a condition I’d never heard of, known as spontaneous pneumothorax. 
I am well again, by the Grace of the Divine, though the emotional recovery took far longer than I imagined.  I’d like to reflect a little today on the qualitative difference between these two experiences.

When I was diagnosed with breast cancer, I was petrified - but with the diagnosis kicked in a remarkable sense of can-do-ness, courage and curiousity.  I also finally awoke to my own consciousness, and to a greater sense of the grace of the Divine in my life. This worked powerfully to keep me in a hip-hip-heroic mode that breast cancer survivors are so often associated with.   I was protected by angels through my chemotherapy and by the grace of the Divine the most excessive aspects of my personality – my raging anger, for example –  seemed to simply vanish like an underground stream.  I began what many who encounter their mortality for the first time begin...a spiritual journey back to themselves.
So when suddenly my lung collapsed one Sunday morning in March 2010 as I was having breakfast with my best friend - and three days later I found myself in hospital once again exhausted and in agony from the unimaginable pain of having a chest tube inserted through the side of my body - I simply could not make sense of it.  Where was my hip-hip-heroic victory-is-at-hand attitude of my breast cancer hey-days?  

Very much like my right lung, my entire being felt deflated.  I felt a deep sense of FAILURE, loss,  shame and frustration...It had taken me over five years to recover my sense of purpose.   I’d just made a career shift and spent 2009 learning new skills, taking on new challenges, feeling excitement and finally making plans.  What was I doing with a thick tube stuck through my side and a big bottle of fluid attached to it?  It made no sense to me.
I got much much sicker once I was in hospital...and soon had a dangerous hospital acquired staphylococcus infection known as MRSA. The infection in my plueral cavity was raging and complicated, and surgery then became the only option.  
This time round, there was no time to choose..no time to go on a healthy juice diet, prepare for surgery, meditate or seek alternative healing.  I had to decide on surgery within a day of discovering the state of my right lung...Somewhere through the surgery and prolonged treatment for recurring MRSA, my screen of my inner consciousness went blank.  I turned deeply insecure, fearful, hopeless, anxious and depressed – my self-esteem bottomed out from beneath me.  I felt I was drowning.
On hindsight, I now think my inner screen of consciousness had gone dim even earlier, and I had failed to notice...You see, I had been In Love – intensely and obsessively - and this, for those of you who have ever been In Love this way will know, is a very deep form of human suffering. :-)..and in this state of in-loveness, as things started going wrong, I completely lost connection with my Self.
This time, in a much more slow and deliberate way, I returned humbly to myself....There was no big band playing inside my head, and I didn’t look like the groovy artista I used to get mistaken for when I traipsized through St Luke’s for my chemo dressed to the hilt.  This time no host of angels came to retrieve me and carry me through my fears...this time I had to struggle in a very personal and sometimes lonely way to retrieve the pieces of myself.  

This second walk through the Valley of Sickness, however, has been by far the most extraordinary experience....I’d like to share with you four points that I have understood from the experience, as my parting gift to you:
· Life does not get any easier...we only find better and better ways of dealing with it.   As human beings, we have the capacity to retrieve ourselves at any time, and reconnect at any time with the Divine, and the Divine within us...and if we do, we are better prepared with the skills, not just for mountain-climbing, but also for patiently trudging through the next Valley.
· There is no Failure in falling ill again...There is no failure in getting stuck, losing consciousness, falling apart at the seams...it’s OK and it happens to the best of us.  When you have cried enough, gently and most compassionately pick yourself up and get back on the Path.
· Those of us who go through Valley experiences are the perfect guides to others as they walk through their Valleys.  To paraphrase a priest called Fr.Richard Rohr,  “We are often most gifted to heal others where we ourselves were wounded or wounded others.  We learn to salve the wounds of others by knowing and remembering how much it hurts to hurt...”  
· And finally, I now realise that the only thing that we actually need to get by in Life is our consciousness in the present moment and our connection with the Divine.  The more conscious we are of ourselves and everything else around us, the more able we are to experience Life as Happiness.  Staying conscious in every detail is the Secret of Joy.
I am Susanna George...and this is my story of Hope.
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