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Dr. Buczynski: Last week, Dr. Joan Borysenko described what it looks like when a person begins to lose 
their sense of aliveness. 

She shared three specific questions she uses to help others reignite the spark of vitality.

But once that spark has returned, how can we help people maintain a sense of aliveness over time? 

Or better still, how can we help keep them from losing it in the first place?

Over the next few minutes, Joan will share her personal strategy for maintaining vitality. 

She’ll also introduce us to a client who was struggling to make a change . . . until she heard one transformative 
question. 

Once again, we see how asking the right question can be pivotal in helping clients move in the direction 
of life, vitality, and change.

Here’s Joan.

Dr. Buczynski: How do we help people maintain that sense of aliveness over time?

Dr. Borysenko: I think you need a buddy. All of us, left to our 
own devices – or most of us, I should say – simply backslide. 

Today’s insight that lighted us up, that put the twinkle in our 
eyes when we said, “Yes, yes – I get it,” can go out just like that! 
So it’s wonderful to have a buddy. 

I’ve had a buddy for a number of years – another person who is 
a very busy professional who teaches and travels a lot and is at 

high risk for burning out. We check in a couple of times a month – checking-in in a very real way: “How 
are you? What’s going on?” 

Here’s the important thing: where I backslide personally is I’ll sign up for too many things that drain me, 
and then the question that she always asks me is: “Okay, what did you not say no to?” She knows that’s 
where I go. 

In fact, for Christmas, she gave me a wonderful little gift from Staples - it’s a NO button, and you slam the 
thing and a dozen different voices say, No! That’s very important for me, because that’s the area in which 
I know I will betray myself most likely.

The other question is: What am I doing that gives me life? Have I done well saying, “Before doing 
anything, I’m going to do some Qigong and get my energy running. I’m going to take a walk.” Or have I 
given in to, “I’m too busy…?” 

One Way to Maintain Vitality Over the Long Haul

“You need a buddy. All 
of us, left to our own 
devices – or most 
of us, I should say – 
simply backslide.”
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That’s why we need buddies: somebody has to hold your feet to the fire – it’s about accountability! 

Dr. Buczynski: Can you share a story to illustrate your way of helping a client increase their sense of 
aliveness and vitality?

Dr. Borysenko: There was a woman, who came to a group 
that I was running for people who had cancer – it was a 
10-week program. 

She was always depressed-looking. She had so little 
vitality, and, of course, she’s dealing with cancer. Even 
though it was a very early stage cancer and caught very 
quickly, that doesn’t matter – it is a watershed moment 
where your life is never going to be the same as it was 
before. 

As I spoke to her, it became clear that the cancer was provoking a lot of important questions, but the 
question it was provoking most was about her relationship. 

She was living with a man who was about 20 years her senior. When everybody’s young, 20 years isn’t 
that much, but as you get older, 20 years starts to get a lot. 

She felt that the relationship was stunting – stultifying. When I said, “Well, why don’t you leave?” she told 
me a story that I think all of us have heard many times. She said, “I can’t, financially. I don’t make enough 
money to really support myself and he supports me – I know I can’t leave that situation.”

It finally came up in the cancer group, and there were a lot of people in that group – not surprisingly – 
who knew the work of Bernie Siegel quite well. At that time, his exceptional cancer patient groups were 
making it big time across the world. 

Somebody in the group said something very, very interesting. She said, “Maybe you’re asking the wrong 
question. You ask the question ‘Can I leave this man?’ and you always say, ‘No, I can’t, because of the 
finances.’ Why don’t you ask the question, ‘How badly do I want to live?’” Now, that was a complete 
reframe.

And the woman finally said, “I really want to live.” She thought about it for a couple of weeks, and she 
said, “It’s clear to me that the relationship deadens me, and if I stay in this relationship – if there really is a 
mind-body connection, maybe Bernie Siegel is right and it’s going to kill me. Therefore, it doesn’t matter 
whether I have money or not – I’ll still be dead.” 

This was so great – when something like this happens in a group setting – all the light bulbs go on at the 
same time.

She left the guy and moved in with her mother, and when you’re in your forties, this may not be what you 
had in mind to be doing, but she said, “This gives me a staging area for the rest of my life.” 

As soon as she made this decision, as difficult as it was right after cancer treatment to change her life 
in that way, I saw the aliveness. We all saw the aliveness come back in her: the twinkle in her eye, the 
realization that there are infinite possibilities in life – this was not the only relationship she could have.

“It became clear that the 
cancer was provoking a 
lot of important questions, 
but the question it was 
provoking most was about 
her relationship.”
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In fact, that relationship was blocking the door to the possibility of a much more enlivening relationship.

So, it depends – interventions vary as to whether you are sitting with people in a group or whether you are 
sitting with people individually. 

But here, just following up, we see this wisdom of the group: “Are you 
asking the right question?” 

And the right question is: “Does this relationship bring me most fully alive? 
And beyond that, how much do I really want to live? Do I really want to 
live enough to make a major change in my life?”

I frequently do that – so often, we are not asking the right question.

Dr. Buczynski: So far we’ve heard three perspectives on how helping clients connect with others - as well 
as themselves - fosters aliveness. 

And the importance of having different experiences keeps re-emerging as well. 

Tomorrow, we’ll get into some highly practical strategies to build aliveness. Many of them will draw on 
that theme of having a client try out a new behavior or experience. 

I think you’ll find some of the ideas borrowed from improv comedy especially interesting. 

I’ll see you then. 

“So often, we 
are not asking 
the right 
question.”


