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The Origins of Healing in Childhood

Integrative medicine purports to bring together traditional Western medical ideas with non-traditional approaches to healing.  Here, I will look at the healing experience through the lens of a child and adolescent psychiatrist.  By way of introduction it is important to note that I am a co-founder of the Integrative Medicine Study Group in Katonah, New York.  For over half a decade, we in the Katonah Integrative Medicine Group have been studying healing together – doctors, chiropractors, scientists, hypnotherapists, hands-on-healers, acupuncture practitioners and many others.  The purpose of the group has been to create dialogue – a place of openness – where each of us can grow past the paradigm that we each inhabit.  The group has been successful and, as a result, I – a child psychiatrist – have had honest experience with alternative healers and have come to consider myself a healer – of a medical sort.  So, when I look at healing through my professional eyes, it is not meant to denigrate but enlighten.  After all, understanding and enlightenment are gifts that providence has given human beings, and, as such, we should use properly.

In his sweet book, The Good Life: Psychoanalytic Perspectives on Creativity, Ethics, Love and Spirituality (2004), Jeffrey Ruben, a noted psychologist and Buddhist practitioner, posits an interesting tension between what he calls the hermeneutics of suspicion and the hermeneutics of hope.  I do believe that he is correct in this view of a healthy psychology.  Hermeneutics of suspicion takes a look at healing suspiciously.  Isn’t it really a throwback to childhood?  Aren’t healers, in a way, gurus of a sort – taking advantage of a patient’s neediness?  If healing does take place, isn’t it of a placebo nature anyway?  But the dialectic implied in Dr. Ruben’s work is that there is also hermeneutics of hope.  Nature or God through nature – depending on one’s spiritual bias - has given us childhood and adolescence, not just as a precursor to being an adult, but also as a channel to experience some of the great things that adulthood has to offer – such as love, creativity and healing.  

In early childhood, each of us has an experience of mother – that great and wonderful being that – hopefully - tends to us.  When we are hungry, we are fed; when we are wet, we are changed; when we are tired, we are rocked; and when we are scared, we are soothed.  While not all mothers meet the moment as successfully as this, each human infant nevertheless internalizes a mother – a being, an entity – that can transform dis-ease into healing.  This basic experience we take with us through our lifetime.  It becomes a source of the power of a loving touch of our beloved.  It informs the sexual moment.  It can help us enjoy art and it can  help us heal.  

When an alternative practitioner touches us, he or she doesn’t just touch our body but touches are hearts and, therefore, deep into our early memories.  Modern medical doctors have been trained in a method of touching that is largely intrusive and hurtful – think of a colonoscopy, or an injection, or something as simple as a tongue depressor being placed on one’s palate.  Modern medicine has taken touch and turned it into something intrusive.  What medicine misses and needs is the capacity of the medical doctor or the medical healer to touch a patient’s heart.  And this kind of touching is the kind of thing the alternative health practitioners are quite good at.  There is a reason that there is a $60 billion industry in alternative health care, paid largely out of pocket, when many patients could be going to insurance-paid plans and seeing regular medical doctors.  The reason is about touching the heart, touching the soul, and touching that source of healing that has its origins in early childhood.  

When one is touched properly or soothed by a field of energy or intention, powerful memories of satiation may come to the surface, which are in themselves healing.  The exact interface between these memories and the biology, or for that matter, the spirit, of a human being is beyond my understanding.  But it is not a deconstruction or a hermeneutics of suspicion to suggest that, in good hands, this kind of healing brings to the surface a healthy enabling and sense of being held that can and does heal – perhaps even physically.  Herbert Benson and John Kabat-Zinn have both shown in their research that meditation and meditative states are healing and have an impact on biological function.  So does the research on hands-on healing and therapeutic touch.  

What I argue here is that at least a good portion of the healing done during these alternative health interventions has to do with the reawakening of a channel towards healing imbedded in all of us as young children.

For those people who were psychologically or physically injured as a child, alternative healing technologies can help as well.  Often, by first helping the patient get in touch with the wounds of disappointment and hurt that lie in pre-verbal body centered memories.  When a youngster has been abandoned or abused or not tended to properly, he or she carries often a primitive sense of separation anxiety and rage that is pre-verbal in nature.  In fact, most of the interventions of alternative practitioners that I have witnessed tend to be non-verbal and indeed touch non-verbal memories laid down at a pre-verbal stage of early life.  One of my patients comes to mind who presented with emotionally instability secondary to early sexual abuse in her childhood.  She carried elements of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder and some might have diagnosed her with a Borderline Personality.  When first treated with acupuncture, this injured person became scared and undone.  Yet, acupuncture in the end was very useful in settling her down.  The way Chi works in the body is beyond my understanding, but as this patient’s doctor, I can speak with confidence that acupuncture helped heal this patient’s early sense of vulnerability.  Over time she felt touched in a way that was settling and not undoing.  In fact, the psychotherapy with this particular patient became dramatically more effective after acupuncture became part of the treatment plan.  

Now, it is also possible that some patients have been so damaged early in life that alternative treatments touch that raw wound inappropriately and harm rather than heal.  A good practitioner needs to know how to manage this so as not to cause damage yet again to a person already wounded by touch and by lack of mother in his or her life.  With alternative treatments, like every intervention, there are risks and benefits.  The access to early childhood memories and the power thereof requires the practitioners to be careful when accessing this material.  Risks include developing a dependency on the practitioner, opening wounds without the skill in managing them once exposed and not knowing when to refer to medical attention when required.  The Katonah Study Group has been a good forum for the discussion of these issues – perhaps because the Western Medicine model is more fluent in the risks of any intervention with our patients.

Summary

As a child psychiatrist and a person involved in the dialogue with alternative health practitioners, it appears to me that one of the main ways that alternative treatments are helpful to patients has to do with evoking a channel of early childhood experience.  This early childhood experience, best thought of as the child’s response to mothering, can be a source of strength and healing for our patients.  Modern medicine has lost touch with touch.  We no longer know how to touch a patient’s heart.  We don’t know how to touch their soul or truly get in touch with the generative powers of early childhood through our interventions.  We tend to hurt in what we do.  The alternative health practitioners have developed a sweeter, more maternal approach to healing, which I believe is crucial to us in medicine to learn from.  It is obvious to me that both medicine and alternative medicine need each other.  And, unfortunately, medicine has lost something special that alternative medicine now has to offer – the closeness to the early child that is so critical to a person’s healing.  

