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What is your image for healing?  When you hear the word healing, 

what do you think of?  Hold that image in your mind for a moment.  Roll it 

around and think about why that image—and the story that goes along 

with that image—came to your mind.

I was reading N. Scott Momaday’s newest book while I was thinking 

about the idea of healing.  Momaday is a Native American writer and his 

book Earth Keeper is—it seems to me—a series of snapshots of moments of 

spiritual insight that he’s had in his life.  When he described the prayer tree 

that was struck and burned black by lightning, and yet grew again, I 

thought, that seems like a sort of healing.  

[…] The 

tree seemed to be dead.  But a long time afterward

there appeared a tiny sprig of green on a charred 

limb, and then the hidden life of the tree burst out

in a hundred leaves.  

If this is an image of healing, then healing is a reclamation of life?  The tree 

wasn’t dead.  It’s life was just hidden for a while, forced into hiding by fire 

and char.  Eventually, somehow, the tree was able to emerge again.

What does it mean, to heal?  I usually think of healing as — to heal is 

to grow in one’s sense of wholeness.  The word is descended from words that 

literally mean “to make whole.”  But what is wholeness?  Interviewed by a 
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doctor researching the meaning of healing, another doctor said that 

defining healing as making whole again “lacks only one thing … What 

anybody means by the word ‘whole’ and what it means to ‘make’ whole 

…”   And yet, when talking about healing, that doctor talked about 1

“wholeness.”  

Perhaps the first thing to do is to distinguish to heal from to cure.  If 

you are cured, then your illness is gone.  I’m glad that the President seems 

to have been cured in his bought with COVID-19.  He seems to be the same 

as he ever was.  A friend of mine hasn’t been so lucky.  His bought with 

COVID has never really gone away.  For months he’s been stricken with 

fatigue — There are a lot of people for whom COVID has been just the start 

of something like chronic fatigue syndrome.  He’s having to wonder if he 

will able to go back to work at anything like the same level, the same hours 

and intensity, that he could sustain as a normal course of things before he 

got COVID.  It is so sad to see my friend suffer as he is suffering, and I wish 

he could be cured.  But that may never quite happen.  What he’s striving 

for now is healing more than curing.  

I hope that the vaccines now being worked on will eventually be a 

cure for COVID.  But cures are not always possible, not for everything, and 

not for everyone.  A cure is a kind of technical fix.  A cure doesn’t require us 

to change our lives—in fact, that is sort of the definition of a cure:  The only 

change required by a cure is a change from disease to ease.  Healing 

requires more than that.  At the beginning of Toni Cade Bambara’s novel 

The Salt Eaters, a healer asks the main character “Are you sure, sweetheart, 
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that you want to be well?”  And then the healer cautions: “Just so’s you’re 

sure, sweetheart, and ready to be healed, ‘cause wholeness is no trifling 

matter—a lot of weight when you are well.”   Healing requires coming to a 2

different understanding of yourself.  And unlike a cure, healing is available 

to us all.  A doctor Cicely Saunders shared that “You can find a degree of 

wholeness as a person … whether you get better or not, whether you are 

suffering or not, and I certainly have seen people finding a wholeness as 

they die.”   And even when a cure is available, there is likely still healing 3

work to be done.  

I hope we can cure COVID.  But even if we can, there will still be 

healing to be done.  It isn’t just that the poverty and racial inequities that 

exacerbate vulnerability to COVID would still need to be healed.  Even if 

we cure COVID, we have to adjust to living in a world where pandemics 

happen more and more frequently.  Our sense of who we are will have to 

be different, and we will need to come to terms with that difference.  To use 

the terminology of The Salt Eaters healer, we have a weighty task of healing 

to accomplish.  

And healing isn’t accomplished in the way a cure is accomplished.  It’s 

more like the way a recovering alcoholic will refer to themself as an 

alcoholic in recovery.  The alcoholism isn’t cured; the healing from 

alcoholism is ongoing.  Healing is about achieving and nurturing a kind of 

relationship to suffering.  Admitting to the addiction, acknowledging it and 

its power and you start on a path toward a different sort of relationship 

emerging between the person and the illness, a relationship in which the 

 Toni Cade Bambara.  The Salt Eaters.  Vintage Books, 2011 [1980].2
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addiction, the illness, ceases to be what defines who you are.  Who you are 

is the way you are in relationship with your suffering.

In his famous book about our search for meaning, Viktor Frankl 

describes an encounter with someone who came to him suffering from 

severe depression in the aftermath of the death of their spouse.  Frankl 

encouraged him to reframe the situation to achieve a new relationship to 

his loss and understand that loss in a new way that helped create a 

different meaning of his loss as a loving sacrifice for his deceased spouse.  

Frankl says, “suffering ceases to be suffering at the moment it finds a 

meaning …”    Ideally, you are always healing.  4

For another example of healing, maybe you saw the Times Union 

article this past week about Saratoga WarHorse, the organization that puts 

together traumatized veterans with retired racehorses.   We’ve had people 5

from Saratoga WarHorse speak about their program.  The way it is 

described in the Times Union article the way they go about the healing of 

these veterans is a bit shocking.  According to the article, “A veteran enters 

a pen where [there is] a thoroughbred that is as tense as the veteran is.” The 

veteran is supposed to develop a relationship of trust between themself 

and the horse.  The executive director and CEO of Saratoga WarHorse, 

Allison Cherkosly, says, “When they go in the round pen, the veteran is 

giving off nervous energy.  The horses, prey animals, are intuitive and can 

smell the adrenaline rush.  They will stay as far away as they can.  The 

veterans have to work their way through the reaction.”  To get into a 

 Viktor E. Frankl.  Man’s Search for Meaning.  Beacon Press, 2006 [1959].4
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Times Union  November 11, 2020. https://www.timesunion.com/news/article/Saratoga-WarHorse-
expands-program-to-military-15713029.php    All the quotations in this paragraph are from this article.
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relationship of trust with the horse, the veteran has to achieve a new 

relationship with the heightened anxiety and hypervigilance and other 

effects that post-traumatic stress can create in them.  The retired U.S. Army 

sergeant first class Steve Houghton said that before he participated in the 

program, “I was at the bottom.  I was shutting everything off, I just wanted 

my life to be over.”  But being with the horse, he says, “I felt totally relieved 

right away.”  Being in relationship with the horse helps these veterans have 

a different response to stress.  They start healing.

You are always healing.  Which also means that you are always in 

some need of healing, great or small.  That can be a hard thing to admit.  It 

feels like weakness, that need, which is to say that lack we can feel in 

ourselves, the wound, the tender spot we hide so that no one touches it.  

We can feel embarrassed or ashamed.  bell hooks observed that “Shame 

about woundedness keeps many people from seeking healing.”   hooks 6

says, “Woundedness is not a cause for shame, it is necessary for spiritual 

growth and awakening.”  She quotes James Baldwin from his book The Fire 

Next Time, who wrote, “I do not mean to be sentimental about suffering—

but people who cannot suffer can never grow up, can never discover who 

they are.”  The Buddha said that all life is dukkha—pain, suffering, stress, 

dissatisfaction.  Part of discovering who we are is in opening to, 

acknowledging the ways in which we are suffering.  

Lots of the ways in which we might be suffering can be fairly 

obvious.  If a loved one has died, if you’ve lost a job due to the pandemic, if 

you are suffering from chronic illness or pain, if you are or have been in 

relationships characterized by abuse or violence, you know much about the 

 bell hooks.  All About Love. HarperCollins 2018 [William Morrow & Co., 2000] 6
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ways suffering is part of your life.  Or, if I’m so set on the obvious: The 

country is setting new records with numbers of new cases of COVID-19.  

Overnight, the night before last, Albany county reported 147 new cases of 

coronavirus, the highest number of cases in a 24-hour period in Albany 

County since the pandemic began.   7

And then there are the ways in which we are suffering that might be 

less obvious.  Maybe something has happened that you don’t like, 

something that is forcing a reckoning with your own sense of who you are, 

and so you are resisting hearing that that something has happened, you are 

resisting admitting that that something has happened.  You are suffering.  

Admit it.  Concede to it.  You need healing.  

Or maybe you have more privilege than you are really comfortable 

admitting to.  You are suffering, too.  I think about the way that systemic 

racism has worked to encourage white people to live in all-white or largely 

white areas.  Could we, we privileged, be missing something?  We could.  

What might healing be nurtured here?

We all need healing.  Lightning of one sort or another has struck us 

all.  May we acknowledge our suffering and the ways in which we need to 

heal.  May there appear for you a new tiny sprig of green even as we start 

turning the corner from fall into winter.  May you know your 

woundedness is yours, and that it is not who you are.  May you feel how 

even in your woundedness you can be whole.  May your healing never 

cease.  

 Eduardo Medina.  “Albany County’s 147 new coronavirus cases highest since start of pandemic.”  Times 7

Union.  November 14, 2020.  https://www.timesunion.com/news/article/Coronavirus-cases-continue-
to-increase-in-Albany-15727362.php 
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And during this time of Diwali, a celebration of light, a celebration of 

the goddess Lakshmi, the goddess Kali, may we offer this prayer:

Om Jai Lakshmi 

Goddess born from the struggle between good and evil 

Guide us toward the light. 

In a world where plenty is possible, 

Let us end hunger, thirst and homelessness. 

In your nurturing hands, 

Let us seek refuge from want, fear and violence. 

With your grace, 

Let our world be reborn in your image, 

Where all needs are met, 

Where morality and love are abundant, 

And whereby we are free. 

Om Jai Lakshmi. 

Om Shanti, Shanti, Shanti.  8

 “A Prayer for Diwali.”  Kairos: The Center for Religions, Rights, and social Justice.  https://8
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