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Putting Chronic Illness in Its Place
By Terry A Crump, PhD

T

he metaphor of “The Unwelcome
Visitor” is a tool used by professionals
to facilitate discussions about an
individual’s emergence of illness. Whether
there is an acute onset of chronic pain or a
more insidious development of sustained
illness over time, receiving a diagnosis is
akin to having an unwanted guest invade
your personal space, disrupt previously
established routines, and generally become an
impediment. This unwelcome visitor descends
upon you, without warning, prompting the
question, “When will this end?”
To understand chronic illness/pain,
it’s necessary to recognize its various
components—physiological, emotional,
and spiritual.
Physiological: How is the body
affected by the condition? There are
physical symptoms such as pain and/or
discomfort that impact your daily functions
and quality of life. A diagnosis of a serious
medical illness can be staggering—a trauma
that may require ongoing painful and
invasive medical procedures.

Pain and suffering
don’t have to be the
same. By maintaining a
mindset that “suffering
is optional,” you are
empowered to shape
your experience of
chronic illness/pain and
to be resilient.
Emotional: To what degree do you
experience a range of feelings, both
positive and negative, and how do you
cope effectively?
Spiritual: Can you incorporate this
experience into your identity in a way that is
health-promoting (I am not my illness) rather
than limiting or destructive (I am my diagnosis
. . . my life is over)? Realizing that this
unexpected guest has arrived with no plans to
leave, you may ask yourself, “Now what?”
Rather than allowing it to overtake
your life, letting it occupy every thought or
conversation, you can decide to “put illness
in its place” (get it off the sofa and packed
away in a closet). You may still experience
daily discomfort, but the suffering can be
lessened. Pain may describe your physical
sensations for which there may be any

number of interventions (i.e., traditional
medicine, massage therapy, chiropractic care,
hypnotherapy). Suffering is intrapsychic,
having to do with emotions, belief systems
about illness, expectations about others’
willingness to be present with you during
these times, and faith in your capacity to
achieve desired outcomes despite illness.
Pain and suffering don’t have to be
the same. By maintaining a mindset that

“suffering is optional,” you are empowered to
shape your experience of chronic illness/pain
and to be resilient.
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