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Week 114, Day 2: Dan Siegel, MD 

How to Work with the Brain to Construct Meaning 

Dr. Buczynski: Medical procedures can profoundly affect our clients, especially when the outcome isn’t as 

expected. 

In a moment, Dr. Dan Siegel will share the story of how he helped a client cope with medical complications 

following a routine procedure. 

And more importantly, he’ll get into how that client grew to live a more meaningful life as a result. 

Dr. Siegel: I once saw a patient who was about 55 – a woman who came for a first session [and had] never 

been in therapy before. She had just had the experience, like a lot of us in our fifties, of having her first 

colonoscopy. It didn’t go so well; there were all sorts of medical problems that happened during the 

procedure and then in the diagnosis afterwards. She came in after getting the diagnostic statements and 

having some medical complications that are rare but can happen; they thought she might die. Luckily, that 

wasn’t the way it turned out. 

When she came for this first session [it was her] first therapy ever, first time with me of course, and first time 

with anybody. I remember all these details, details, details about 

the story of not wanting to do the colonoscopy, doing the 

colonoscopy, the medical problems that happened, and the 

diagnostic problems that happened afterwards. As a physician I 

was following all the medical issues and talking to her about the 

medical things, but I realized she was coming to me as a 

psychotherapist not as a medical doctor. I realized both of us were getting lost in all these physiological 

issues about the medical issues that accompanied this colonoscopy event. 

The issue was what did the experience mean to her? The difference between being a physician who might 

just focus on the body is that, as a psychotherapist, we deal with the mind; 

and the mind has to do with meaning. The question in this first session was, 

what was happening in this dialogue between the two of us – because the 

session was like halfway over. Yes, these details were all important. I needed 

“As a physician I was talking to 

her about the medical things, 

but I realized she was coming 

to me as a psychotherapist not 

as a medical doctor.” 

“The issue was what 

did the experience 

mean to her?” 
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to know them and actually it was really crucial I knew them. It wasn’t like I thought she was avoiding things, 

but it could have gone on the entire session for this first session. I paused and said, “You know, there’s a lot 

of details, even right now, but I want to make sure we talk about the meaning of this experience for you.”  

I realized that for me, just parenthetically, when I did medical school no 

one was talking about the meaning of illnesses for the patient or even 

for us as students. I ultimately dropped out of school because the mind 

was absent where I went to medical school and when I went. When I 

came back, I made up this word mindsight for seeing the mind in oneself 

or others.  

When I was with this patient, and this colonoscopy story, she was reminding me that the mind is all about 

meaning. At this moment I said to her, “We could deal with all these medical details, but let’s talk about the 

meaning of this experience.” Then she got very tearful, which she hadn’t been at all, even though they were 

pretty existential, huge things she was talking about. She got tearful and I felt tearful. Then we started a 

journey that felt so different from taking a medical history.  

It was really fascinating to me, and she touched on it a little bit, but I imagine it also felt like a shift in her… 

that my presence for the meaning side of things. I always think of meaning in the brain as having five 

components at least: it’s A, B, C, D, E – Associations, Beliefs, Cognitions, 

Developmental period, and Emotions. As we explore the meaning of all 

these things, what did it come up with? “Oh, my God – I almost died. If I 

had died, what would I have missed in life?” The meaning is, “How do I 

choose now, now that I’m medically stable, to live? Am I really living?”  

She became my patient, and then what came out in therapy was entirely what had come out in that first 

session: “How do you actually respect and love yourself enough to choose a meaningful life and take that 

risk?” Could she develop the courage? Why hadn’t she up to that time? What could she do now? And now 

she’s doing it.  

It’s amazing how much a first session can mean. It could have been just, “Oh, yes, well, your…” but meaning 

is what we do in therapy. It was a very meaningful first session, yes. 

Dr. Buczynski: While this might not be a typical first session, it does show us the potential that first sessions 

can have. 

“I said to her, ‘We could 

deal with all these 

medical details, but let’s 

talk about the meaning 

of this experience.’”  

“A, B, C, D, E – 

Associations, Beliefs, 

Cognitions, 

Developmental period, 

and Emotions.” 
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Tomorrow, we’ll look at the sometimes-surprising emotions that may arise during a client’s first session and 

how they might be helpful. 

But first, I’d like to hear what you think. How will you use what you just heard in your practice? 

Please leave a comment below, and I’ll see you tomorrow. 


