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Week 117, Day 3: Joan Borysenko, PhD  

How to Help Clients Cope with Existential Fears 

Dr. Buczynski: How do we help clients cope with perhaps the ultimate fear—the fear of dying? 

Well Dr. Joan Borysenko explains the imaginative strategy she used to help a terminally ill client cope with his 

mortality.  

Dr. Borysenko:  During the AIDS epidemic – I’ve got a lot of stories from back in that time – I had a client 

whose name was Mark.  

Mark was, I’d say, in his late twenties when he was diagnosed with AIDS. He channeled his fear and pain into, 

shall we say … he became an activist. He did have a lot of righteous indignation about the way gay people 

were treated, the need for money for research, and all the things that were coming up near the beginning of 

that epidemic. Mark in a way distracted himself from a lot of the existential fears by being an activist. It was a 

really good coping strategy.  

But then he came in one day and I was running a mind-body clinic for people with AIDS. I saw a lot of …. they 

were all guys at that time -  mostly young men. I saw them for individual sessions very frequently.  

Mark came in and said, “I can see from all my friends I’m like the last one 

standing. Everybody is dying. I’ve seen how fast of course – like you can be 

fine one day and on a ventilator the next.” He said, “I’ve decided we should 

practice dying together.” 

I thought, “Well, that’s a really interesting request.”  

He said, “Yes, I want to practice dying because I want to die well. When I go, I want my family and friends to 

say, ‘He was a strong person and a good person. He was a loving person. He made a difference and he faced 

his death with dignity and in grace.” He said, “To do that, I’ve got to practice.” 

So, we practiced. He was agnostic. He had, like so many of the gay patients I had, left his church of origin 

because they couldn’t accept him being gay. That’s a huge existential crisis.  

What happened for many people who’d left their churches - then they get AIDS - so many came back and said 

He said, “I’ve decided 

we should practice 

dying together.” 
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to me, “Oh, my God. I bet the church was right in the first place, and AIDS is a punishment from God for this 

lifestyle that I have. I’m not supposed to be gay, according to their interpretation of the Bible, and so I’ve 

offended God. Now I’m going to go to hell.”  

Fortunately, Mark’s existential concern didn’t go to that place. He just thought, “I don't know. It’s a mystery. I 

don't know what’s going to happen to me after I die.” He said, “Let’s just go into the mystery together.”  

I thought, “What’s the most simple metaphor in the literature of death and dying? It’s crossing the River 

Styx.” I would always start our imagery with crossing the River Styx.  

From the beginning, he saw the River Styx as going through a long kind of dark wood, and on the other side 

of it was a bright meadow filled with light. Then he would get into a boat and there would be a boatman in 

the boat. The boatman would be all cloaked, but when the boatman turned around it would be me; it would 

be my face that he would see. 

As time progressed, we would go always to the River Styx. Then he would ask me if I would come with him 

into the meadow and if I would hold his hand. Together we would walk into that bright meadow, and he’d 

have whatever experience he had that day. Sometimes he would rerun an experience of his life and it would 

be a moment of forgiveness; or we would go there and at one point he met his dead grandfather there. He 

had all kinds of experiences there. 

What was most important to him was that he was not alone. That’s what impressed me most about the 

imagery: he wanted some person to practice dying with him and going across that river with him. Then the 

final time we did it, he had an image of some being of light that 

was greater than he was. He was able to let go of my hand and 

walk into the care of the being of light.  

I think that demonstrated to me the greatest existential hope 

for all of us, and the greatest fear: the fear that we would be 

alone, and the hope that somebody is always walking beside us. 

I think that’s what all of us need.  

I mean, thank God most of us are not spending large portions of our life dealing with the fact that death is 

imminent; but it’s there for all of us, and it is the shelter of one another that is the most important thing for 

alleviating some of that existential fear. 

“That demonstrated to me the 

greatest existential hope for all 

of us, and the greatest fear: the 

fear that we would be alone, 

and the hope that somebody is 

always walking beside us.” 
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Dr. Buczynski: Joan’s story serves as another reminder of how powerful it can be to help clients use creativity 

and imagination to work through some of their darkest fears. 

Now tomorrow, we’ll take a look at the kind of psychoeducation that one practitioner believes is most helpful 

for clients struggling to cope with fear. 

But right now, I’d like to hear from you. How can you use what you just heard with your clients? 

Please leave a comment below. And while you’re down there, feel free to comment on other people’s 

comments. That’s how we build a community of shared ideas here at NICABM. 

And I’ll see you tomorrow.  


