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Imagine a religion created to deal with crooked limbs, sickness, aging and even death. Could there be anything more perfect for those of us who have disabilities? Buddhism isn't what most Westerners think of as a religion. It holds no promise of heaven, offers no God to hear your prayers or cure your disability. But that doesn't bother Jesse McKinney, who has cerebral palsy and uses a power wheelchair. A Zen Buddhist and the author of A Mind On Wheels: The Inner Journey, he says, "I have little use for blind faith. I need practical solutions to cope with the suffering in my life. When the reality of not being able to go to the toilet by yourself is a constant concern, you may hope for God's saving grace; but in the meantime you must figure out how to get on the toilet."
Working in rehabilitation, I am confronted daily with the suffering, anger and fear that prompt the "ultimate questions" associated with disability, chronic illness and impending death. "Why is life so unfair!" "Why should this happen to me?"
Many people with disabilities have found that Buddhism holds answers to these questions, and provides practical, do-it-yourself solutions for the suffering that goes hand-in-hand with disability. So here is an introduction to the Buddha's "12-Step Program." See if you can apply each step to your personal circumstances, eliminate your own suffering and answer--or decide not to answer--disability's ultimate questions.

The First Noble Truth
Life is suffering.
Why? Because we start to die the moment we start to live. Even if our lives are one joyous moment after another and we are always perfectly healthy, accomplished and wealthy, we lose it all when we die.
Clearly, no life is one happy moment after another. And while everyone experiences pain, sickness and loss during a lifetime, those with disabilities experience pain, sickness and loss daily. These are constant causes of suffering. Or are they? The fundamental notion underlying all of Buddhism is that pain and suffering are two very different things.
"Pain is a direct signal from the body or the mind that something is wrong," says Harvey Hilbert, Zen Buddhist, psychotherapist and hemiplegic for 35 years. "Suffering is our mental response to pain, when we think 'I shouldn't have pain!'" So pain is when you hurt; suffering is when you think you shouldn't.

The Buddha taught that life is neither fair nor unfair and that there are absolutely no "shoulds." Why should you have become disabled? Well, why not? Thinking that life should be fair, that certain things should or shouldn't happen to you, is the cause of suffering. The first step to ending suffering is separating the pain you feel from the notion that you shouldn't have to feel pain.

The Second Noble Truth
Suffering is caused by craving and clinging.
Craving is when we think the pain in our lives should disappear; clinging is when we think our pleasures should last forever. But where did these "shoulds" come from in the first place?

Primarily, the "shoulds" come from society, which creates rules to control our behavior so we can live in harmony. Before we are able to speak, think or know our own minds, we learn these "shoulds" and adjust our thinking and actions to become what society considers "normal." The trouble is, rules that are a blessing for society can be a curse for its members who become disabled.
"Much of the suffering that comes with disability stems from the constant attempt to measure up to purported social norms," says Winfield Clark, student of Tibetan Buddhism, composer and paraplegic for 40 years. "Disability causes invidious comparisons with 'normal' people and reveals our 'inadequacy' as members of society."

Unfortunately, the small, sensible voice inside us--the voice of our own inner wisdom--has been drowned out by society's "shoulds" and we become robots, living our lives on autopilot. When we become disabled, we can no longer fly the "normal" course that society dictates. 

Say Goodbye to "I"
You can't blame society for conditioning us, because society is only a bunch of individuals just like us. There must be some "should" deep inside every member of society that makes all the other "shoulds" necessary.
The deepest "should" in each one of us is that we should never become sick or disabled, get old or die. We do not want to think of a world in which we don't exist or accept a life in which we are not always young and physically capable. Alas, this "should of all shoulds" is not reality; it is a wish that can never be. The essence of the Buddha's enlightenment is that protecting the illusion of the ever-young and healthy "I" is the root cause of all suffering.
"Your success in handling disability depends on letting go of the illusion of the 'normal, immortal I,'" says Barry Corbet, student of Tibetan Buddhism and T10 paraplegic for 31 years. "If you have no 'I,' you have nothing to lose; if you have nothing to lose, there is no reason to suffer." 

Interdependence Day
The second part to the fiction of the "normal, immortal I" is the notion that our "I" is totally separate and independent from--and can exist alone in the world without--anyone or anything else. This notion of the independent "I" is also an illusion. Humans have never been independent. Back when our ancestors lived in caves and hunted, some were more skilled at tracking animals and others better at throwing a spear. Today, few of us hunt our own food or manufacture our own wheelchairs.
Of course people with physical limitations require more help with hunting, spearing and activities of daily living than do others. But many of my patients say that unless they are completely independent of help from everyone, they consider themselves totally dependent and therefore totally without value. Some will do anything, including damaging their bodies and actually becoming more disabled, to maintain their illusion of independence. This kind of clinging causes immense suffering, which ends when we accept that we are all interdependent.

Interdependence is actually a natural law we learned in high school: For every action there is a reaction. The Buddha applied this law, called karma, not to physical actions but to human actions.

"The Buddha said that every object and occurrence in the universe is interconnected," explains Clark. "No one can be said to exist independently." Karma means that because no event, no person, no thing is independent, everything we do can affect everything else in the universe. A heady notion indeed! What's more, these effects will someday circle back to affect us.

The Buddha called this karmic circle conditioned or dependent co-arising, meaning that all our thoughts, feelings and actions arise from the conditioning we have experienced in our lives, conditioning dependent on all our experiences with everyone we have ever met, whose actions toward us are, in turn, dependent on our actions toward them. And it is our decades of conditioned thinking, patterns of behavior and societal "shoulds" that Buddhism can help us erase. When the conditioning we undergo as children falls away, says Zen teacher Nanrei Kobori, something wonderful and free remains: our "vibrant central core ... our unconditioned self." 

Disability: Karmic punishment?
Some Buddhists believe in reincarnation and say that what happens to you in this life results from your actions in previous lives. Does this mean that being born with or acquiring a disability is punishment for "bad karma"?
Abbie Freedman, student of Theravada Buddhism and T5 paraplegic, says, "I believe my accident (and its consequences) is a result of something I did or didn't do--or because of something I didn't handle properly--in a past life. I now get another chance to do it right. I don't think of it as a punishment."
And neither did the Buddha. He said it "does not lead to profit" to contemplate past lives, which we cannot remember, when there is so much we must learn--and unlearn--here and now. "It is really unproductive to think about past lives," says Clark. "We have more than enough to handle dealing with this one."
Billie Henry, a practitioner of Nichiren Daishonin's Buddhism who has a long list of disabilities, agrees. "Some think we have chosen our illnesses before we were born as a means of showing our dedication to Buddhism," she says. "If I chose my illnesses before my birth I must have been out of my mind at the time!"

"Already broken"
A final, frightening fact of life is that it is not just our cherished "I" that changes and dies. Everything and everyone on earth, the earth itself and the universe that contains it, will change and pass away. You will lose your mother and father, maybe your closest friends. You may lose your job, your house, your savings. The Buddha said that clinging to anything causes suffering.

Accepting that everything changes--even the things and people we love the most--can actually be a source of joy, kindling a greater appreciation of the momentary and fragile beauty of all things. Here's how Thai Buddhist teacher Achaan Chaa describes the joys of accepting change:

"You see this glass? For me, it is already broken. I enjoy it. I drink out of it. It holds my water admirably, sometimes even reflecting the sun in beautiful patterns. But when the wind knocks it over or my elbow brushes it off the table and it shatters, I say 'Of course.' When I understand that this glass was already broken, every moment with it is precious."
When we accept that everything animate and inanimate is "already broken," a physical disability--even a terminal illness--loses its abnormality. In truth, anything that is not broken, not "disabled," is abnormal.

The Third Noble Truth

The end of craving and clinging is the end of suffering; this is nirvana.
Nirvana is when you have eliminated clinging and craving, when the "shoulds" and the "I" drop away and only your peaceful "vibrant central core" remains, fine just as it is, even though its vessel is already broken.
Ending craving doesn't mean you can never want things. You can even want to be cured of your disability. What isn't helpful is turning wanting into craving. Says Freedman, "Wanting a cure is not unhealthy. But craving a cure can make life miserable, keeping one from being in the moment and appreciating what is presently 'right' in one's life. I neither cling to staying paralyzed nor crave a cure."
Jim Bedard, a Zen Buddhist, knows all about craving, clinging and curing. At 42, he was diagnosed with leukemia and given two weeks to live. The diagnosis was right, the prognosis wrong. Bedard's book, Lotus in the Fire, describes how Buddhism helped him deal with a year of the intense pain of chemotherapy, repeated surgeries and imminent death. "Of course we should seek treatment and even a cure," he says. "But ... at some point we must regain our balance and see that there is more to life than struggling to get better, which can keep us stuck in the past with only an illusion for a future." 

The Fourth Noble Truth
The last truth is the Eightfold Path, the Buddha's curriculum for eliminating clinging and craving and achieving nirvana.
Right Livelihood means that you don't earn your living by killing, hurting or taking advantage of other living things, be they people or puppies or poplars.
Right Speech and Right Conduct are avoiding acting in ways--in anger, for example--that are hurtful toward others and therefore karmically hurtful to yourself.
Right Effort is when we do something good without greed or expecting some personal benefit.
Right Concentration is the means to counter "wrong" speech, conduct and effort. The most widely known Buddhist tool for developing right concentration is meditation.
"There is nothing very mysterious about meditation," says Clark. "It consists of sitting quietly and watching the mind, being centered in the present moment. When thoughts, memories, images or feelings carry you off, you just refocus on the 'now.' Even when craving, anger, fear and pain arise, you don't cling to them or push them away; you just notice them and let them go."
Through meditation our conditioned patterns of thought and feeling, our judgmental "shoulds," can be recognized and allowed to fall away. We can then finally hear that solid, sensible voice of our own inner wisdom and allow it to direct our thoughts, feelings and actions.
Right Mindfulness is "the awareness of speech, thoughts, feelings and actions as they happen," says McKinney. "True Buddhist practice is not meditation but life itself, being able to deal with whatever life dumps on us." The goal of Buddhism is to treat each and every moment as a meditation, without craving, clinging or "shoulding," to be completely and fully present in the here and now. Imagine turning all the things you hate doing, that are hard and take so long to do because of physical limitations, into meditations--bathing, dressing, even your bowel program! Life could be one continuous, peaceful, unconditioned, "shouldless," fully present now.
Right Action is the resolve to follow the Eightfold Path, and may be the most difficult step. It takes tremendous effort, constant attention and sheer guts to stare your most profound fears in the face, do the exact opposite of what you "should," and let go of your "I."

"I have extinguished various physical cravings, like tobacco, alcohol, to help my body suffer less," says Vicki McKenna, student of Zen and Tibetan Buddhism and the author of A Balanced Way of Living: Practical and Holistic Strategies for Coping with Post-Polio Syndrome. "The difficult stuff--the mental and emotional cravings--takes tremendous effort to extinguish!"

But there is no other way to live, says Hilbert: "Buddhism is the ultimate in dealing with your disability. And I do differentiate between dealing and coping. Coping is 'getting through,' like putting Ora-gel on a toothache. Dealing is facing your fear, your pain, your heartache, and addressing them head-on."
Right Wisdom is the result of applying The Four Noble Truths, the payoff for all your effort in following the Eightfold Path. The fruition of Buddhism is living without fear, knowing that whatever happens--disability, illness, pain--may be the lesson that causes you to let go of your "shoulds," release your "I" and enter nirvana. 

Buddhism provides the ideal method for living with a disability, the ultimate triumph of mind over matter: If you don't mind, your disability doesn't matter! But Buddhism is neither an anesthetic nor a panacea; it is very hard work, just like life. This is as it must be, concludes Corbet: "Life can be hard but also good. Buddhism helped me see that. Life is hard. Life is good."
So if you're going to live with a disability anyway, why not get some peace from all the pain? This may sound like the kid digging through a pile of manure to find the pony but, as Corbet says, "Disability is a source of teaching."
The Buddha said, "Take nothing I say on faith or on my authority. Come see for yourself." There are hundreds of books describing the different schools of Buddhism and the many kinds of meditation. So see for yourself. You have nothing to lose but your suffering.

Richard Louis Bruno has been a student of Buddhism for 25 years, a rehabilitation practitioner and psychotherapist for 20 years, and a wheelchair user for 13 years. References for this article and his book, Handicapped Buddhism can be found at members.aol.com/harvestctr/buddha.html
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